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Introduction: 
The journey to self-esteem 


Self-esteem and attitudes to the self 

As human beings we make judgements all the time about 
the world we live in, the situations we are involved in and 
the people we come into contact with. If you have low 
self-esteem you make negative judgements about yourself 
much of the time. You feel that you are not good enough or 
that you do not act well enough. Self-esteem is therefore 
intimately connected with self-perception and goes to the 
core of your identity. In this book | aim to present you with 
some helpful ideas on self-esteem and dealing with nega- 
tive thoughts about yourself, in a format that is informative 
and practical. 

Different traditions and cultures have produced their 
own accounts of self-consciousness and desirable attitudes 
to take towards the self: the Chinese sage Lao Tzu coun- 
selled in the Tao Te Ching that mastering the self requires 
strength, the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates urged: 
‘Know thyself’, and René Descartes ushered in modern 
Western philosophy with the famous observation ‘I think 
therefore | am.’ Ideas from Hindu and Buddhist philosophi- 
cal approaches and meditation techniques for observing 
yourself or ‘letting go’ of thoughts have also been adapted 
by recent American and British self-help authors to help 
with self-esteem and other issues. 


A new approach to self-esteem - five key 
ingredients 

To provide a new approach to self-esteem that is easy to 
follow, | have separated out the aspects of developing self- 
esteem into five key ingredients, each of which has a chap- 
ter devoted to it. Together the first letters of each of the 
five key ingredients combine to form the word VALUE: 


Value yourself 
Accept yourself 
Look after yourself 
Understand yourself 
Empower yourself 


Chapter 1 on valuing yourself covers techniques that you 
can use for building a positive self-image and techniques 
for countering limiting beliefs that may be inhibiting you 
from developing your potential. 

Chapter 2 on accepting yourself covers techniques 
that you can use to help you develop an attitude of self- 
acceptance, both in putting negative thoughts about your- 
self in particular situations in perspective and in dealing 
with an overall sense of inadequacy, if that is something 
you experience. 

Chapter 3 on looking after yourself considers an area 
which is sometimes undervalued in discussions of self- 
esteem - that of taking good care of your mind and body. 
This is important because your mental and physical health 
are often intimately connected. 


In chapter 4 on understanding yourself | start by exam- 
ining potential causes of low self-esteem and move from 
there into illustrating how you can develop your own under- 
standing and awareness of yourself, your identity and your 
personality in healthy ways that help to address negative 
voices from your past or present. 

Chapter 5 on empowering yourself brings you forward 
into the arena of developing your assertiveness and improv- 
ing related communication skills in relationships. 

The book's conclusion then provides you with sugges- 
tions as to how you can build on the most relevant parts of 
what you have learned from the VALUE acronym by devel- 
oping it into a purposeful plan for you to use. 


A practical guide to self-esteem 

The book is written as a practical guide. In each chapter 
| provide tips for you to follow and exercises to try out to 
help you develop the aspect of self-esteem that is being 
discussed. | also provide case studies to illustrate how indi- 
viduals in particular situations might apply the techniques. 
In compiling the case studies | have drawn on my pro- 
fessional experience as a life coach working with people 
around self-esteem, as well as on my own personal experi- 
ence and relationships. The people in the case studies are 
not real individuals but their dilemmas and efforts reflect 
concerns and approaches that are common among people 
that | have worked with or know. 


Most of the exercises and techniques that | describe in 
the book follow a problem-solving approach. | discuss an 
issue that can create difficulties for your self-esteem, then 
explain techniques that you can use to help you deal with 
that issue in a constructive way, illustrating how to apply the 
techniques through the case studies. 


Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) 

We are living in an exciting period in the field of self- 
development. In recent times there has been a sea change 
in therapeutic approaches, with many people rejecting 
the old psychoanalytical accounts of what drives people's 
actions and feelings in favour of practical, research-based 
psychological therapies that focus on addressing nega- 
tive, distorted or disempowering thoughts in a constructive 
way. 

The approaches that | describe in this book for each 
of the five key ingredients of self-esteem covered in my 
VALUE acronym draw heavily on the ideas of one of the 
most well-known of the modern practical approaches to 
therapy and self-help: cognitive behavioural therapy — or 
CBT as it is popularly known. CBT rests on the belief that 
how we think influences our actions and our feelings, and 
that by correcting or modifying distorted, erroneous or 
exaggerated beliefs we can achieve more balanced feel- 
ings. There is a substantial body of research suggesting that 
CBT is particularly helpful for a range of issues that involve 
negative thinking patterns such as anxiety and depression. 


Low self-esteem can be a factor in depression and you can 
apply CBT techniques purposefully to help deal with it. 

Fortunately, CBT is not rocket science. In this book | 
hope to show you how its insights and practical ideas, along 
with other helpful tools and concepts, can be used to shed 
light on the issues associated with self-esteem and can also 
be used to build your self-esteem and keep in perspective 
the problems that are related to low self-esteem. 

In the journey towards a reasonable level of self-esteem 
we will touch on a number of different ideas about what 
self-esteem is and what is most important in addressing it. 
Some of the contributors to the debate about the nature 
of self-esteem emphasize one aspect of it at the expense 
of another, which you will see if you investigate any of the 
resources suggested for further reading at the end of this 
book. In this practical guide | have sought to present impor- 
tant ideas on self-esteem in a way that forms a coherent 
whole based on the five key elements of the VALUE acro- 
nym. My aim has been to try to illustrate ideas and theories 
simply and clearly to show how they can be of immediate 
practical use, providing a route to follow if you are inter- 
ested in enhancing your own self-esteem or if you are a pro- 
fessional working with people to develop their self-esteem. 


The first step on your journey is to assess your 
current self-esteem. You can find a number of 
different assessment tools to help with this. 


One of the most well known is the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 
Scale. Answer the questions in it to start the process of 
reflecting on or developing your self-esteem: 


The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feel- 
ings about yourself. For each statement, if you strongly 
agree, circle SA. If you simply agree, circle A. If you dis- 
agree, circle D. If you strongly disagree, circle SD. 


1. ‘Il feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal 
plane with others.’ 
SA A D SD 


2. ‘| feel that | have a number of good qualities.’ 
SA A D SD 


3. ‘Allin all, | am inclined to feel that | am a failure.’ 
SA A D SD 


4. ‘lam able to do things as well as most other people.’ 
SA A D SD 


5. ‘| feel | do not have much to be proud of.’ 
SA A D SD 


6. ‘| take a positive attitude toward myself.’ 
SA A D SD 


7. ‘On the whole | am satisfied with myself.’ 
SA A D SD 


8. ‘I wish | could have more respect for myself.’ 
SA A D SD 


9. ‘I certainly feel useless at times.’ 
SA A D SD 


10. ‘At times | think | am no good at all.’ 
SA A D SD 


Source: Rosenberg, Morris 1989. Society and the 
Adolescent Self-Image. Revised edition, Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press. 


Devised by Dr Morris Rosenberg, the scale was initially 
used to assess the self-esteem of a sample group of over 
5,000 high school children in New York. Since then it has 
been widely used in a range of settings and locations with 
a variety of different user groups, including both adults and 
children, male and female participants. 

In appendix 1 (see pages 202-3), you can find instruc- 
tions for scoring your answers to the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 
Scale. 
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If you have achieved reasonable scores in the Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale then it may be that you do not urgently 


need to follow any of the ideas in this book for yourself. 
Nonetheless, what follows may help you to deepen your 
understanding of self-esteem and of the issues that others 
struggle with in their lives. 

On the other hand, if you are not happy with your 
scores on the Rosenberg Scale, you may well find some 
of the ideas that follow help you directly. In that case, it's 
time to move on to chapter 1 where we consider the first 
key ingredient in the VALUE acronym for developing self- 
esteem: valuing yourself, 


1. Value yourself 


‘If you hear a voice within you say “You cannot paint”, 
then by all means paint, and that voice will be silenced.’ 
—Vincent Van Gogh 


Aiming for a reasonable level of self-esteem 
Self-esteem is bound up in the feelings and thoughts that 
you have about yourself, your worth, your abilities and your 
qualities. 

The degree to which you might generally value your- 
self, your abilities and your actions can fall into one of the 
three categories below: 


1. Person with low self-esteem 

e You don’t consider that you have much worth 

e You doubt your abilities 

e You feel that you do not have many qualities or that 
those you do have are unimportant 

e You are not satisfied with yourself 

e You rarely give yourself credit for anything you do. 


2. Person with reasonable level of self-esteem 

e You feel that you have worth and also recognize other 
people as having worth 

e You recognize the abilities and qualities you have with- 
out exaggerating them 


e You honestly acknowledge areas where you are not so 
able 

e You are proud of some things you have done and you 
regret some things. 


wW 


. Arrogant or conceited person 

e You think that you have a lot of worth, more than other 
people 

e You think that you have a lot of abilities and qualities -— 
and you may exaggerate them 

e You don't recognize or acknowledge failings or you 
minimize them 

e You may dismiss other people's views or have little 
regard for them 

e You may find it difficult to take reasonable criticism. 


If you fall into category 1 or feel that a number of its char- 
acteristics apply to you, then this book is for you. We will 
focus on how someone with a low level of self-esteem can 
bring themself up to a reasonable level of self-esteem. 


Pseudo self-esteem 

There are differences of opinion about whether a person 
who falls within category 3 (arrogant or conceited) should 
be considered as having a high level of self-esteem or 
not. Some people regard arrogant and conceited people 
as having a very high level of self-esteem because they 
have a high opinion of their abilities and worth — a view 
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which is supported by much of the research that has been 
done around self-esteem. On the other hand, there are 
also respected writers in the field of self-esteem such as 
Nathaniel Branden, author of the book The Six Pillars of 
Self-Esteem, who would probably regard conceited and 
arrogant people as having ‘pseudo self-esteem’, suggest- 
ing that their conceit masks doubts about their self-worth 
and that their arrogance is really a protective cover for inse- 
curity rather than being genuine self-esteem. 

Having a reasonable level of self-esteem (category 2) 
is, | would suggest, where most people (including myself) 
would want to be. As the word ‘reasonable’ suggests, it 
is not about perfection, it is about balance, recognizing 
and appreciating the positives in your life while also being 
prepared to honestly acknowledge areas where you might 
improve. 


Problems associated with low self-esteem 
Research suggests that if you have low self-esteem it can 
increase your risk of: 


e Depression 

e Suicide or suicide attempts 

e Eating disorders 

e Teenage pregnancy for young women 

e Lower earnings and extended unemployment for young 
men 

e Being victimized by others. 
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There is also evidence to suggest that if your self-esteem 
is higher: 


e You have a better chance of establishing and maintain- 
ing successful relationships. 

e You are more likely to persist after experiencing an ini- 
tial failure in attempting something, i.e. you are likely to 
be better at sustaining your motivation. 


Can you have too much self-esteem? 

There is some research that suggests that people who par- 
ticipate in potentially dangerous activities such as driving 
too fast or after having consumed too much alcohol may 
statistically be more likely to have high self-esteem than 
low self-esteem, and that people involved in delinquency 
or violent crime may also be more likely to have high self- 
esteem than low self-esteem. This may be related to the 
point made above that high self-esteem can merge into 
arrogance or conceit, or a lack of respect for others. At any 
rate, it seems to back up my suggestion that a sensible aim 
is to have a reasonable level of self-esteem and a degree of 
balance, rather than to have high self-esteem to the point 
of arrogance. 


Benefits of a reasonable level of self-esteem 

| would suggest that some of the potential benefits of hav- 
ing a reasonable level of self-esteem as compared to the 
two alternatives are as follows: 


12 


Advantages of having a reasonable level of self-esteem 

compared to having a low level of self-esteem: 

e You feel better about yourself. 

e You don’t have to worry so much about whether you are 
doing the right thing or whether you are good enough. 

e You can engage in relationships constructively without 
putting yourself down. 

e You feel comfortable enough in yourself and confident 
enough to communicate effectively. 

e You are more likely to be able to assert yourself effec- 
tively without worrying excessively about what others 
think. 

e You find it easier to focus on the present and concen- 
trate on tasks in hand because you are less anxious. 

e You can use your energy constructively instead of being 
preoccupied by how well you are doing or how you 
appear to others. 


Advantages of having a reasonable level of self-esteem 

compared to being arrogant and conceited: 

e You are better able to sustain genuine relationships 
because you treat others with respect. 

e You are more likely to communicate in a reasonable way 
rather than to dismiss others’ views unfairly. 

e You have a greater ability to work in partnership with 
others and to learn from others. 
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e You are better able to assess your actions and abilities 
honestly and therefore you have better prospects of 
improving and developing yourself. 

e You are more likely to be genuinely respected by others. 


The subjectivity of self-esteem 

Statistics and research give us some ideas of the benefits 
of having a reasonable level of self-esteem but not every 
individual is exactly the same. You may find that some of 
the benefits suggested above are particularly important 
and relevant for you, or you may find that there are other 
reasons, not captured in the above, why it will be helpful for 
you to have a more balanced level of self-esteem. 


On a sheet of paper, write down what you 

think will be the main benefits of having a rea- 

sonable level of self-esteem for you. You can 

keep your list to hand as you try out some of 
the ideas in this book, as a motivational tool and reminder 
of why you are trying to make changes in the way you act 
and think. You can also refer back to your list after a period 
of time to help you reflect on whether particular changes 
you have made have helped. If they have, then continue 
them. If not, then reflect on why not and adapt or adjust 
them suitably. 
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Where to start if you want to improve your 
self-esteem 

Whether you have had low self-esteem since an early age 
or your self-esteem has fallen due to life circumstances or 
particular events, you may be able to think of times when 
your self-esteem was a little better than it is now. Was there 
anything you were doing differently then that you are not 
doing now? If so, consider trying to start doing something 
similar again. Alternatively, if part of the reason why you 
now feel worse and your self-esteem is lower relates to a 
change in your circumstances or life events, then ask your- 
self what would be a different way that you could react to 
that change to help your self-esteem. 


it again 

Mary has experienced low self-esteem since as 

far back as she can remember. When she was a 

child, she was frequently told by her parents that 
she wasn't doing things right and she developed a feel- 
ing that she was not good enough. However, on reflecting 
about times when she felt better about herself, she remem- 
bers a period when she was exercising regularly and was 
also involved in doing different activities on a regular basis. 
She decides to join a fitness session for women at the local 
leisure centre once a week and also starts attending a local 
singing group, as she enjoyed singing in her school choir 
when younger. She finds that both activities help to take 


ra Mary: remembering what works and doing 
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her out of herself. Doing something that she feels is worth- 
while raises her spirits and she starts to feel better about 
herself and her situation. . 


Robert: changing your reaction to events 
When he was younger Robert had a bright, con- 
fident personality. He obtained a high-powered 
job in his mid-twenties working for a large com- 
pany in London. After a few years a new boss 
came into the company who was very demanding and highly 
critical of Robert's work. Robert began to enjoy his work 
less and stresses mounted, but he kept on with the work 
for another three years as he had a young family to support. 
He started to look for alternative posts but only had limited 
time to do so. One year the pressure and stresses mounted 
as the firm began the launch of a new project. On a particu- 
larly stressful day, after working late Robert made a rela- 
tively minor error for which his boss heavily criticized him. 
This was the trigger for Robert. He went home and, after 
discussing it with his wife, decided to resign even though 
he didn't have a post to go to. Unfortunately, shortly after 
his resignation, Robert fell ill and was unable to look for 
work for several months, during which time he started to 
blame himself for having given up his job. His belief in him- 
self and his self-esteem fell and at times he began to think 
that maybe the illness was some kind of punishment for his 
own shortcomings. 
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Recently Robert has decided to try to react in a differ- 
ent way to the change in circumstances. Each time that he 
is tempted to blame himself for what has happened, he 
reminds himself that actually he discussed resigning with 
his wife and she agreed, and that he couldn't have fore- 
seen that he would get ill. Rather than dwell on what might 
have been, he now consciously tries not to be so hard on 
himself and to focus on what he can sensibly do in his cur- 
rent situation. He also reminds himself that he wasn't happy 
in his work. He talks about his options with his wife and 
they decide that when he recovers he will try to look for 
something in a different field of work, even if it is less well 
paid. This more balanced attitude helps him to cope with 
his illness and to feel better about himself and his situation. 
He still sees his situation as unpleasant but he also now 
sees it as giving him the opportunity to reflect on what is 
important to him and his family and on how he can try to set 
personal goals which are relevant to that. 


ee EEUU UIE nna 


Enjoying yourself 

Valuing yourself involves creating some space and time to 
do things that you enjoy doing. This could be almost any- 
thing legal and non-harmful. It could for example include 
any of the following: 


e Listening to music 
e Reading and/or writing 
e Sports 
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e Cooking 

e Meeting friends 

e Helping people 

¢ Self-development activities or research 

e Gardening 

e Walking 

e Playing with your children (if you have children) or con- 
tributing to their life 

e Watching a good film 

e Having a laugh 

° Travelling 

e Painting 

e Looking at scenery 

e Finding out about new things 

e Working on a particular project or in a role you value 
or enjoy 

¢ Campaigning for a good cause. 


Of course, the above list is not exhaustive. It is just to 
give a few possible ideas and stimulate you into your own 
thoughts about your own personal preferences for enjoy- 


able activities — which may be very different! 
REMEMBER) that you enjoy doing. This is one of the first 
THISIN! i 
rules of self-esteem. | am not talking here 


about harmful activities or actions that might cause 


Give yourself permission to do some things 
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problems for you or others. | am talking about ordinary, 
everyday pursuits or pastimes that you can enjoy or find 
rewarding. 


Write down ten activities that you enjoy doing 
currently or have enjoyed in the past. 


Ten things that I enjoy doing: 


— 


Commit to doing one thing on your list for one hour within 
the next two days if you can, or if that is not possible, then 
do it as soon as possible after the next two days. 


Recognizing your positives 

Doing some things that you enjoy can help you to feel bet- 
ter about yourself and your situation. It can also serve an 
additional purpose: 

If you suffer from low self-esteem then you are likely to 
find it much easier to remember your (perceived) negative 
characteristics and unsuccessful actions than to acknowl- 
edge your qualities, abilities or achievements. Even if you 
do recognize some positives about yourself or your life, you 
may discount them, minimizing their significance or value or 
not taking much personal credit for them even when it is due. 

If you have a mindset which leads you instinctively to 
focus on your negatives rather than your positives then 
you may need some help to balance that process. You 
can use the exercise that you have just completed — iden- 
tifying things that you enjoy doing — as a springboard to 
help you identify and acknowledge some of your positive 
features. 

The way to do this is to look through your list and iden- 
tify what abilities, qualities and achievements you dem- 
onstrate when you do any of the things that you enjoy. 
Remember that the abilities and qualities don’t have to 
be achievements that meet a standard set by others. For 
example the following are qualities: 
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Enthusiasm 

e Determination 

A sense of humour 
Kindness 

èe Patience. 


People who have low self-esteem sometimes 
femeu) have a tendency to judge themselves by what 

they think other people or society in general 
would want or value, rather than by what they themselves 
want or value. Acknowledging your own positives is about 
recognizing what you value in yourself and taking pride in 
yourself. Acknowledging your positives is a very personal 
thing — it is not about matching up to an imaginary stand- 
ard, it is about taking pride in your own personal identity. 


of instead of trying to meet external or 

imaginary standards 

Joanna finds it difficult to identify any positives 

in herself, her achievements or qualities. She 
married at 26 and at that time decided to give up her pros- 
pects of a career as a lawyer to concentrate on bringing up 
her family while her husband worked. She and her husband 
divorced when their children were aged eight and ten and 
she continued with the childcare responsibilities without 


fe Joanna: acknowledging what you are proud 


much help. Now, in middle age, when she tries to make a 
list of her achievements and qualities, she finds it difficult 
to do at first because she can only think of the fact that her 
marriage didn't last and that she did not continue her early 
career. However, when she makes a list of things she enjoys 
doing or that she enjoyed doing in the past, she is able to 
see that they demonstrate a number of qualities personal 
to her. She notes those down and then develops the list 
by adding a number of additional things she is proud of 
because they show situations where she has persisted and 
overcome challenges. The result is a list of affirmations that 
are personal to her: 


Joanna's affirmations: 

e | brought up my two children as well as | could 

e lama good listener 

e | usually try my best at things, even if | don’t always 
succeed 

e | am kind-hearted 

e Despite having a difficult background | managed to 
gain professional qualifications as a lawyer 

¢ | recognize my limitations 

e | have made efforts to start my life again after difficult 
times 

èe | have a sense of humour 

e | have grown onions in my garden 

e | am a good cook - particularly of Spanish food 
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| am naturally shy but have made efforts to talk to 
people 

| am loyal to my friends 

e | had the courage to get out of a difficult relationship. 


As you can see from the above list, you can put virtually 
anything down as an achievement or ability - the important 
thing is that it is something you have done or an aspect 
of your personality that is meaningful to you and you are 
proud of it. 


The value of affirmations 
You may have noticed that | called Joanna's personal state- 
ments ‘affirmations’. 


An affirmation in this context is a positive state- 
ment about a quality or achievement that you can 

lay claim to. 
The value of affirmations is that they help you 
to build a sense of positive personal identity in a 
way that is unique to you. If created in a sensible way they 
can help you to deal with negative thoughts about your- 
self, give appropriate acknowledgement to things that you 
are proud of and raise your self-esteem. However, there are 
some important features that it is important to remember 
when you try to create affirmations for yourself, which are 


indicated in the paragraphs that follow. 
l a D 
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Once you have created a list of affirmations personal to 
you, keep it to hand and read it regularly at first, and sub- 
sequently at any time when you are feeling negative about 
yourself, to help you retrain your mind into recognizing 
positive features about yourself and your life. 


Characteristics of helpful affirmations 

Keep affirmations realistic: You may sometimes come 
across the idea of using very general affirmations about 
yourself such as 'I am a wonderful person’ or ‘I can achieve 
whatever | want.’ | would advise against this on the basis 
that if you do this you are lurching from one extreme to 
another. Is it really true that you can achieve whatever you 
want? Probably not — it might be if what you want is lim- 
ited to things that are within your sole control but normally 
people want some things that are not completely within 
their control, so you need to be realistic otherwise you 
will create an affirmation which just sounds hollow and is 
unlikely to be fulfilled. 

Similarly, if you tend to have negative thoughts such 
as '| always make a mess of things’, having an affirmation 
to counter this which says: ‘I never make a mess of things’ 
or ‘| always make the right choices’ would be ludicrous. It 
would be better to counter the global negative thought 
which the more realistic thought: ‘I sometimes make the 
right choice’ or even ‘I don’t always make a mess of things’, 
which although it’s not sensational is at least realistic and an 
improvement on the original negative thought. 
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Make your affirmations specific: Sometimes in the help- 
ing professions a distinction is also drawn between making 
generalized comments about a person, which puts them in 
a box and can be inaccurate, unhelpful or offensive, and the 
alternative of giving focused specific comments on a per- 
son's actions or behaviour, which can be useful. If someone 
does something that you think is undesirable it is usually 
more helpful to indicate that you don’t agree with their spe- 
cific action (and say why) rather than to label them gener- 
ally in negative terms. Similarly, if someone does something 
you think is good, you can often provide the most helpful 
feedback by highlighting and praising their specific positive 
action rather than by generalized praise. The same princi- 
ple applies to your own comments about yourself: | would 
suggest that with your affirmations you focus on specific 
behaviours that you sometimes show, positive actions that 
you have done, or characteristics that you have which you 
are proud of, rather than on giving vague positive labels 
which are likely to be unconvincing and/or exaggerated — ‘| 
have completed a marathon’ (if it is true) is more helpful 
than ‘l am a great runner’, which is likely to be an exaggera- 
tion or a generalized value judgement at best. 


Express affirmations in the first person: It also tends to 
be helpful if affirmations are expressed in the first person 
e.g. ‘I have ...’ or ‘Il am ...’. There are two main reasons 
for this: 
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1. Valuing yourself is not about matching up to a per- 
ceived standard set by others or by society. It is the 
very opposite - it is about you taking responsibility for 
your life and your decisions, so it is a good idea for you 
to take ownership of what you value in yourself as part 
of this process. 


2. Using the ‘Il’ form helps to reinforce the fact that you 
are acknowledging and recognizing your own personal 
identity in a constructive way, not dismissing yourself or 
disregarding yourself - this is all part of valuing yourself. 

helpful in building your self-esteem in a lasting 

way, if they: 

Are realistic, not exaggerated 

Can be evidenced or demonstrated by examples 

Are specific, referring to particular actions, achieve- 

ments or attributes rather than applying a general rat- 


ing to yourself as a human being 
Are expressed in the first person. 


Personal affirmations are more likely to be 


Use the space below to create your own list of 
qualities, abilities and achievements. Write out 
next to the bullet points a list of anything that 
you are proud of having achieved or that you 
see as an ability or quality in yourself. This list is personal to 
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you. It’s about what you personally are proud of, irrespec- 
tive of what others might think. Use the first person to intro- 
duce each item, e.g. ‘I have ...’ or ‘lam...’. 


Personal affirmations: 


Do's and don'ts of affirmations 

The purpose of affirmations is to help you value yourself 
in a realistic way and to counter a negative self-image or 
exaggerated negative thoughts about yourself. 


If you suffer from low self-esteem then the negative pic- 
ture of yourself and the negative thoughts about yourself 
are likely to be automatic and may well have been going on 
for a long time (in some cases from before you can remem- 
ber). They can be changed or modified but this takes some 
conscious effort and practice, so you need to find ways of 
keeping your affirmations in your consciousness. Thus | sug- 
gest you consider the following do's and don'ts: 


Do's: To help keep your personal affirmations in your con- 
sciousness, try any or all of the following: 


+ Read through them on a daily basis 

e Keep copies where you will see them, for example on 
the fridge door or the dashboard of your car 

e Keep a copy in a diary or a purse or wallet for reference 
when needed. 


Don'ts: There is one main ‘don't’ in relation to personal 
affirmations: 


e Don't stick your affirmations list in a drawer and forget 
about it once you've compiled it. 


vir 
^ dg 


O: If you are worried about other people seeing 


-NE i your affirmations, then think of creative ways of 


= changing the way you've written them so that to 
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others it is not clear what they are for, but to you they are 
still meaningful. Here are some ideas: 


e If you are an artistic person or appreciate photos or 
images, then create some drawings, pictures, photos 
or other images that remind you of the positives and 
ideally help to associate you with them - e.g. a photo of 
you doing an activity which you enjoy and which shows 
some of your abilities and positive characteristics. 

e Use one of your affirmations, or part of it, as part of a 
password on a mobile phone or computer (but obvi- 
ously not in such a way that someone might guess it). 

e Use an image which reminds you of one of your affirma- 
tions as a screen saver on your computer. 


The above are just some suggestions - you may be able 
to find alternative ways of doing this which work better for 
you. The aim is to keep the affirmations at the forefront of 
your mind. The way you do this can be as individual as you 
like as long as it works for you. 


What to do if you have trouble creating 
affirmations 

Some people have difficulty thinking of anything positive to 
say about themselves or are reluctant to do so. If you find it 
difficult to produce a list of affirmations, you can ask your- 
self the following questions (and write down your answers) 
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to get some ideas of things that you can be proud of to 
include in your affirmations list: 


e What would a close friend say were my qualities? (If not 
sure, then ask them.) 

e What would a close friend say were my abilities and 
achievements? (Again, if not sure, ask them.) 

+ What challenges have | faced in my life? Give a posi- 
tive statement of what you have done when faced with 
them. (Even if you don’t feel you have fully overcome 
them, give yourself credit for what you have tried to 
do.) 

¢ What characteristics annoy me in other people which 
| do not have? Create a positive statement out of the 
opposite — e.g. if you are not cruel, reframe that as ‘I 
can be kind’ or ‘| am caring’ or a similar expression that 
seems accurate to you. 

e What changes have | made in my life (however small) of 
which | am proud? 

e What skills have | learned? (This might be through train- 
ing, at school or college, or in a job, or from others such 
as family or friends.) 

e How would someone who thinks well of me describe 
me? 


Validating your affirmations 


| mentioned that affirmations tend to be more helpful 
in building your self-esteem if they can be evidenced or 


30 


demonstrated. If you write a personal affirmation down and 
it doesn't seem real to you then write down the arguments 
or evidence that support it. Reminding yourself of them can 
help to remind you that the affirmation is valid and is not 
just a wild claim! 


James is in his early thirties, working in a pro- 

fessional role for a large company. He is well 

respected in his work but keeps comparing him- 

self to others professionally and worrying that he 
isn't doing as well as he should. In his personal life he has 
a number of positive relationships but in his own mind he 
thinks of himself as unlikeable and boring. He creates a list 
of affirmations but finds that some of them seem hollow to 
him, so to help him recognize that he is not just imagining 
these positives he selects the ones he is doubtful about and 
validates them by writing down evidence to support each 
one, as indicated below: 


a James: giving your affirmations credibility 


Affirmation: | am fair-minded. 

Illustration or supporting evidence: Tim complimented 
me for helping him to see different views in an argu- 
ment he was having with a friend and others have said 
that they think | am a good judge of character and of 
situations. 
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Affirmation: | am competent in my job. 
Illustration or supporting evidence: My performance 
reviews have been positive. 


Affirmation: | can be fun. 
Illustration or supporting evidence: Gary, Fiona, Carol 
and | had a laugh at the ice rink on Saturday. 


If you have difficulty in believing the affirmations you write 
about yourself then try doing a similar exercise, writing 
down the supporting evidence for any of the affirmations 
you are having difficulty with. 


Acknowledging positive actions, 
characteristics and activities 

People who have a reasonable level of self-esteem can 
see positives in their actions. This doesn’t mean that they 
necessarily brag about it but they are comfortable with the 
way they act. They may realistically and sensibly examine 
whether they could have done something differently or 
better, but they do not continually doubt themselves or 
their actions. 

People with low self-esteem tend to take the opposite 
view of their actions. If you have low self-esteem you are 
likely to find it difficult to see positives in your actions. To 
redress the balance usually requires some conscious effort. 
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For a week from now keep a Positives Diary 
(see the form overleaf), identifying what you 
have done in the day and any positive charac- 
teristics you have shown. For the purposes of 
this exercise, just record the positives in the day, however 
small or few in number, and even if they only seem like small 
or easy things to you. If this works well for you, continue it 
for the following week. Once you have kept your Positives 
Diary for a week or two, see if there is anything from it that 
you can adapt to add to your list of personal affirmations. 
Note: If you try keeping a Positives Diary but are unable 
to find anything that you recognize as a personal achieve- 
ment or something you enjoyed doing, then it is possible 
that you are experiencing depression. If you think that 
might be the case, then speak to your doctor to check out 
whether that is so and to get appropriate support. 


Limiting beliefs 

So far in this chapter | have focused primarily on positive 
actions and exercises that you can follow if you have an 
overly negative self-image, to help build a realistic and pos- 
itive impression of yourself. 

The complementary approach, which it is likely to be 
helpful for you to adopt if you don’t value yourself, is to 
tackle directly the underlying beliefs that are making it 
hard for you to see yourself positively or realistically. Those 


33 


ing 


: week commenci 


Positives Diary 


Things | enjoyed 


Things | achieved 
(however small) 


characteristics 


(however silly) 


l showed 
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underlying beliefs may be limiting your capacity to develop 
your potential. 


A limiting belief is a general belief that you hold, 
whether stated or not, which reduces your abil- 
ity to achieve what you want to achieve. In the 
context of self-esteem a limiting belief can be 
defined as a general belief you hold about your- 
self (or others, or life in general), whether stated or not, 
which makes it harder for you to think positively about 
yourself. 


There are a number of different types of limiting belief. 
Here are some examples: 


e Limiting beliefs about your abilities: ‘| am never any 
good at anything.’ 


e Limiting beliefs about your personality or character- 
istics: ‘| am stupid’ or ‘| am over emotional’ or, by con- 
trast, ‘| am cold-hearted.’ 


e Limiting beliefs about how you ought to act: ‘It's 
wrong to put yourself first’ or ‘You shouldn't argue.’ 


e Limiting beliefs about the consequences of acting in 
a certain way: ‘If | say | disagree with them, they will 
dislike me’ or ‘If | get close to him/her, he/she will leave 


‘ 


me. 
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e Limiting beliefs about particular groups of people: 
‘Men are afraid of commitment’ or ‘Women are 
manipulative.’ 


e Limiting beliefs about the world in general or life: 
‘Good things never last’ or ‘Everyone is out to get what 
they want for themselves.’ 


Some of the points in a limiting belief may sometimes be 
true or an accurate description of a particular instance or 
a particular person, but once the belief is set out as a hard 
and fast rule, rather than a specific observation or an idea 
which you are aiming to test in an objective way, then it 
can lead you to make assumptions about situations which 
are not accurate, or perhaps even worse, it can lead you to 
miss out on an opportunity to have a positive experience or 
positive relationship. 

In terms of your own well-being and self-esteem, if you 
apply a rigid, demanding expectation of how you feel you 
should be, then you may well be too hard on yourself if 
you don't quite match up to the standard of perfection you 
have set for yourself, 


NUE 
es ~= Watch out for thoughts you have or statements 


-NA = you make that are generalizations or prescrip- 

tions for how you or other people should live or 
be, such as ‘I must ...’ or ‘I ought to ...' or ‘they should ...’ 
or ‘they shouldn't ...". Thoughts like these may sometimes 
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help to guide your life but if you adhere to them too rigidly 
or inflexibly you may find yourself being very judgemental 
about other people or about yourself. 


One of the most famous examples of a limiting belief is the 
belief held by many people prior to 6 May 1954 that it was 
impossible for a human being to run a mile in under four 
minutes. 

What happened on 6 May 1954? Roger Bannister ran a 
four-minute mile. 

That opened the floodgates. Suddenly other athletes 
realized that it was possible to run a mile in under four 
minutes and were no longer held back by the conscious 
or unconscious limiting belief that it was not possible. 
Within three years, sixteen runners had broken the four- 
minute mile. This contrasted with a nine-year period before 
Bannister’s run in which no one had been able to improve 
on the old record of 4 minutes 1.4 seconds. 

This one example shows what a powerful difference it 
can make if someone - in this case, Roger Bannister — is 
able to overcome a limiting belief that has held them and 
others back. 


The impact of limiting beliefs about yourself 

If you have negative limiting beliefs about your own charac- 
teristics or capabilities then these are likely to contribute to 
and reinforce your own lack of self-esteem. 
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For example, if you believe that you do not deserve to 
be happy then you may well not put yourself into situations 
where you might become happy or where you might have 
an opportunity to do something or get something that you 
would like. 

In this kind of situation, your limiting beliefs are leading 
to unhelpful actions with predictable negative results that 
then reinforce your limiting belief. This can be expressed in 
a flow chart: 


Limiting belief: '| don't deserve to be happy’ 


Actions: | then act in ways that are unlikely 
to lead to happiness 


Result: | am not happy 


If you believe that you are stupid then you may well not 
put yourself into situations where you could learn and gain 
knowledge because you fear failure or you fear that others 
may come to the same negative view about your abilities 
that you have. 

If you believe that you are over-emotional then you may 
well not challenge yourself to act in calm ways because you 
have an internal script in your head telling you that this is a 
feature of yourself that you cannot change (even if it isn’t). 
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The impact of limiting beliefs involving other 
people 

Limiting beliefs about other people or their behaviour 
towards you, and what it means, or limiting beliefs about 
the world in general, can also impact adversely on your self- 
esteem. This may sometimes be in an indirect way so that 
you do not always realize it. 

For example, if you are a man with a limiting belief that 
women’s views are worthless, this is likely to lead you to 
act in disrespectful ways towards women and to limit your 
potential for having fulfilling relationships with women. 


Limiting belief: ‘Women’s views are worthless’ 


Actions: He acts disrespectfully towards women 


Result: He doesn't enter into fulfilling 
relationships with women 


Alternatively, if you are a woman with a limiting belief that 
men are always selfish, then this may lead you to act in dis- 
respectful, dismissive or suspicious ways towards men, with 
equally problematic results. 
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Limiting belief: ‘Men are selfish’ | 


Actions: She acts dismissively and suspiciously towards men 


Result: She doesn't enter into fulfilling 
relationships with men 


The above examples focus on hypothetical limiting beliefs 
held by a man about women or by a woman about men. 
Of course, limiting beliefs can be held by women about 
women or men about men too, and they can be held by any 
individuals whatever their sexual orientation. They are not 
just the prerogative of one group of people or one section 
of society! 

It is important to identify your limiting beliefs about 
others and what their behaviour means as well as those you 
hold about yourself. 


Identifying your limiting beliefs 

If you are already aware of some of your limiting beliefs, 
don't beat yourself up about it. It is much more usual 
to have some than to have none at all and the fact that 
you are already aware of some suggests a degree of self- 
awareness. If you want to identify your limiting beliefs, or to 
clarify them or find others that you might have, then here 
are some tips: 
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cy In searching for a limiting belief, you are look- 


ing for the following features: 


e A belief that encapsulates a general viewpoint that 
you have about yourself, others or the world in which 
you live 

e A belief that is dogmatic - that is, it is something that 
you don't think to challenge or that you regard as always 
true (or true so often that it's not worth challenging) 

e A belief that in some respects is not helping you to 
achieve outcomes you would like or is reinforcing your 
low opinion of yourself 


Identifying limiting beliefs through your inner 
conversations 

Most people (and | include myself) have an inner conver- 
sation going on in their head when they think about their 
interactions with others, events or situations they are 
involved in or may enter into, and their day-to-day lives and 
responsibilities. This is likely to be a commentary on your 
own fears or hopes about what is happening or likely to 
happen. 

One way to identify limiting beliefs is to become aware 
of your inner conversations and in particular of any self- 
critical thoughts that you have. Look for any patterns and 
reflect on whether behind a particular self-critical thought 
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there might be a general limiting belief that you have about 
yourself or the world, which leads you to move to the self- 
critical or negative thought quicker than some others might. 


Think back to a particular situation recently 

when you were self-critical and unhappy about 

the way you acted. If possible, choose a situa- 

tion where your self-critical thoughts were the 
kind of thoughts that you have quite a lot. Write down the 
headings listed in the example below, then note down your 
responses: describe briefly what the situation was and what 
your self-critical thoughts were; then reflect on whether 
there might have been a limiting belief underlying the 
thought; finally, give any reasons why having that limiting 
belief may be unhelpful. An example is given to start you 
off: 


Situation: Taking my driving test. 

Self-critical thought(s): 'I haven't a chance of passing 
the test.’ 

Underlying limiting belief: ‘| never achieve what | 
want.’ 

How is the limiting belief unhelpful? It leads me to 
be anxious or demotivated, which limits my chances of 
achieving what | want to and leads me to feel bad. 


Note: In doing this exercise be sure to write down limit- 
ing beliefs that apply to you — don’t just put down what 
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you think other people might say were limiting beliefs — 
this is about establishing what you think is limiting you. If 
you think that there may be more than one limiting belief 
behind a particular thought then you can put them all down 
and reflect on the consequences of each in turn. 


D = “— If your self-critical thought is a negative predic- 
@: tion about yourself, as in the example above, or 
an instruction to yourself that you should or 
should not do something, then ask yourself why you think 
you won't achieve what you want (in the above instance) or 
why you should not act in a particular way. That may help 
you to clarify what the underlying limiting beliefs are. 


The downward arrow technique 

If you have difficulty identifying your limiting beliefs then 
one technique that can help you to do so is the down- 
ward arrow technique (also known as the vertical arrow 
technique). 

To use this technique, you take a negative or anxious 
thought that you are thinking and then ask yourself ‘What 
does that mean?’ or ‘What does that show?’ Whatever 
answer you give, apply the same question to it, and keep 
doing that with each answer you give, until you reach a 
point which you feel reflects the limiting belief that under- 
lies the thought. 
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You can also use other variations for the question that 
you use, depending on the context, such as ‘So what?’ or 
"What's so bad about that?’ or ‘Why does that matter?’ or 
‘What does that say about me?’ The aim is to clarify why 
you feel so strongly about the situation. 


‘oy? 
TON To help find your limiting beliefs, try applying 
a the downward arrow technique to a situation 
= where you feel strongly negative about yourself 
or about something you have or haven't achieved — strong 
negative emotion about yourself can be an indicator that 
there may be a limiting belief involved. 


f = 


Eamonn: using the downward arrow 
technique 
Eamonn is going to attend a job interview but 
the train he is on is delayed and he arrives late. 
He doesn't get the job. He feels very down and 
thinks: ‘It was just my luck to get a train that was delayed.’ 
Eamonn then uses the downward arrow technique to 
find out if there are limiting beliefs involved: 


Q: What does that show?’ 


A: ‘Whenever | seem to have an opportunity it disappears’ 
Q: ‘What does that show?’ 


A: ‘I'm never going to succeed’ (limiting belief) 
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Q: ‘What does that show?’ 
A: ‘I'm useless’ (limiting belief) 


Of course, different people using the downward arrow 
technique may find that they have different limiting beliefs 
to Eamonn’s in a similar situation. Someone else might 
reach the answer that this situation shows that ‘The world 
is against me’, which would be a different type of limiting 
belief from the one Eamonn has. To determine what your 
own limiting beliefs are you need to do the exercise for 
yourself. 


Think back to a situation where you felt 

strongly negative about yourself and use the 

downward arrow technique to try to establish 

if there are any limiting beliefs involved, and if 
so, what they might be. 


Limiting beliefs involving relationships 
Relationships are an area where many people have limiting 
beliefs about themselves or others that impact on their self- 
esteem and their ability to value themselves. You can use a 
similar method to that above specifically to identify limiting 
beliefs involving relationships if you think this is an area of 
particular relevance to you. 
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relationships 

Louise is doubtful of her ability to have a success- 

ful romantic relationship with a man. When she 

enters into a relationship she has a tendency to 
get very anxious at any sign that might be interpreted as a 
lack of interest from her partner. Using a series of headings 
similar to those set out previously on page 42, but adapted 
specifically to observe anxious thoughts in relationships, 
she analyzes a situation in which Simon, her partner of six 
months, didn’t ring her one evening when he had said he 
would - behaviour which is untypical for him: 


Ga Louise: addressing limiting beliefs about 


Situation: 
Simon didn't ring me. 


Thought (about others): 
He is deliberately not ringing me because he is not inter- 
ested in seeing me. He would prefer to do something else. 


Underlying limiting belief(s): 
(a) | am unattractive. 
(b) Men don't like commitment. 


How are the limiting beliefs unhelpful? 

e They discourage me from checking whether there are 
other explanations for Simon not ringing me. 

e They lead me to feel bad about myself and see myself 
as a victim. 
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e The first belief makes it hard for me to act confidently 
in relationships with men and the second belief makes 
it hard for me to develop a trusting relationship with a 
man. 


Changing limiting beliefs 

Once you have identified your limiting beliefs, the next 
step is to explore whether you want to try to change some 
of them. Since they are likely to be deeply held beliefs or 
prejudices, questioning them requires some effort. Here is 
a checklist of questions that you can use to explore what it 
might be like if you opened yourself to the possibility of a 
slightly different view: 


1. What would be a less extreme belief (or beliefs) that | 
might hold? 

2. What would be the advantages for me of holding the 
new belief(s) rather than the limiting belief(s)? 

3. What would be the potential disadvantages for me of 
holding the new belief(s) instead of the old one(s)? 


Louise (continued): exploring alternatives to 
limiting beliefs 

Louise asks herself the questions in the checklist 
and comes up with the following answers: 


1. What would be less extreme beliefs that | might hold? 
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¢ ‘Some men find me attractive and some don't’ 
e ‘Some men don't want commitment in a relation- 
ship but others do’ 


2. What would be the advantages for me of holding the 

new beliefs rather than the limiting beliefs? 

¢ | would be more likely to discuss the situation with 
Simon in a positive way 

e | would have a greater chance of building trust in a 
relationship with a man 

è | would feel more optimistic about the possibility of 
a lasting relationship with a man 

e | would feel more able to open up about my own 
insecurities without prejudging the result. 


3. What would be the potential disadvantages for me of 

holding the new beliefs instead of the old ones? 

e | might make an idiot of myself 

e | might get hurt 

è | would have to give up a long-standing belief! 

e It would mean that it was partly my fault that | 
haven't developed a more long-term relationship 
before 


e Ifthe belief is true it would be foolish to give it up! 
en eae 


Adopting an experimental attitude 
Louise’s answers to the three questions in the checklist indi- 
cate that there could be significant benefits for her if she 
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can start to hold less extreme beliefs but also that there 
are significant disadvantages for her in doing so. If you find 
yourself caught in a similar kind of dilemma about whether 
a less extreme belief might be more helpful to you than a 
particular limiting belief that you hold, then you can do the 
following to help you get to a stage where you are willing 
to test out the alternative belief: 


1. Remind yourself that what you are going to do is to try 
acting as if the alternative, more moderate, belief might 
be true as an experiment but that doesn’t commit you 
to believing it. 


2. Try to find a way of testing out the alternative belief 
that will not make it difficult to cope if your experiment 
doesn't work out. One thing that you can do in this 
respect is to think of constructive things that you can 
do or say to yourself if the experiment doesn’t work 
out - in the next chapter | will be looking at the idea of 
‘balancing thoughts’ (see pages 70-77). These can be 
particularly helpful for dealing with situations you are 
anxious about. 


3. When you assess the results of your experiment, note 
down any positive consequences of your new way of 
acting and any negative consequences. Bear in mind 
that because you have long held the limiting belief you 
may be tempted to view results in a negative way rather 
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than to notice the positives so try not to jump to conclu- 
sions too quickly. 


You can use a series of headings like the ones given below 
(set out as a list or in a table) to note down the results of 
your experimentation with alternative beliefs: 


Initial situation and thoughts: 

Initial limiting belief: 

Alternative belief: 

Actions I tried in line with alternative belief: 
Result: 


an experiment 

After thinking through her answers to the ques- 

tions, Louise decides that although she feels 

convinced of her judgement about men not lik- 
ing commitment and also finds it hard to believe that she 
might be considered attractive, she is going to act as if the 
possible alternatives (‘Some men find me attractive and 
some don't’; ‘Some men don’t want commitment in a rela- 
tionship but others do’) might be true in this instance. She 
decides to begin by discussing the situation with Simon in a 
non-confrontational way while also explaining some of her 
own feelings of insecurity around it. She does so and keeps 
a record of the results: 


fa Louise (continued): recording the results of 
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Initial situation and thoughts: 
Simon didn’t ring me. | thought ‘He is not interested in see- 
ing me.’ 


Initial limiting belief: 
(a) ‘l am unattractive.’ 
(b) ‘Men don’t like commitment.’ 


Alternative belief: 

(a) ‘Some men find me attractive and some don't.’ 

(b) ‘Some men don't want commitment in a relationship but 
others do.’ 


Actions | tried in line with alternative belief: 

| checked with Simon why he didn’t ring me and also 
explained in a non-aggressive way some of my insecure 
feelings. 


Result: 

Simon said he had been involved in finishing some decorat- 
ing in his house and by the time he looked at his watch it 
was too late to ring. 

We discussed some of my feelings of insecurity and 
he reassured me that he did find me attractive. We had an 
interesting discussion about the issue of commitment. I’m 
not quite sure where that takes us but | feel better for at 
least having had the discussion! 
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The results of Louise’s experiment didn’t in one go create 
a fulfilling relationship for her but they were the first step 
in opening up a dialogue. The next chapter - on accepting 
yourself — will give further ideas which can help you to deal 
with negative thought patterns that can be relevant to low 
self-esteem. In chapter 4 on understanding yourself, | will 
also explore the question of where your negative beliefs 
about yourself may have come from and give some further 
ideas for what you can do about them. 


. Key ideas from chapter 1 
We have now explored some key elements 


relating to valuing yourself. If you can, remem- 
ber to try to: 


e Do things that you enjoy and value doing 


* Take pride in your achievements, your qualities and 
your abilities (use affirmations to help with this if you 
find it difficult) 


¢ Recognize positive aspects in your daily actions 


e Identify and seek to change limiting beliefs about your- 


self and your abilities. 
ee 


Whilst you are working on these things you can also begin 
to consider the second element of the VALUE acronym, 
accepting yourself, which forms the subject matter of 
chapter 2. 
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2. Accept yourself 


‘Grant me the serenity to accept what !| can't change, 
the courage to change what | can and the wisdom to know 
the difference.’ 

—Reinhold Niebuhr 


Developing an attitude of self-acceptance 
Self-acceptance means valuing yourself even if you do not 
achieve everything you want or do not always act in the 
way you think you should. The most lasting kind of self- 
acceptance involves recognizing that you can make mis- 
takes and have flaws in your character without that meaning 
that you are worthless. 


Conditional and unconditional self-acceptance 
In his book The Myth of Self-Esteem (2005), the psycholo- 
gist Albert Ellis distinguished between conditional self- 
acceptance, where your feelings about your self-worth are 
dependent on achieving some kind of goal (for example suc- 
cess in work or the approval of others) and unconditional 
self-acceptance, where you value yourself irrespective of 
whether you achieve goals or obtain the respect of others. 

Ellis advocated unconditional self-acceptance. He acknowl- 
edged that conditional self-acceptance can result in benefits 
— placing a high importance on achieving personal goals or cul- 
tivating relationships can sometimes motivate you to achieve 
more. However, he saw it as having serious drawbacks: 
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¢ It can lead you to feel very bad about yourself if you 
don’t achieve important goals 

e it can lead you to focus too much on superficial 
achievements 

e It may incline you to be dishonest (because you don’t 
want to admit to failure) or to seek social approval 
rather than to act with integrity. 


Ellis (in The Myth of Self-Esteem) and others such as David 
Burns (in his book Ten Days to Self-Esteem) argue forcefully 
that unconditional self-acceptance and having a healthy 
view of yourself is linked to not rating yourself globally as 
worthless or inferior. If you can accept yourself for what you 
are and see yourself as having an intrinsic worth whether or 
not you achieve particular personal goals or gain compli- 
ments from other people then this can help you to be less 
vulnerable to low self-esteem. 

In Ellis’s view it is okay to rate your success in relation to 
particular goals or aspirations but try to avoid judging your- 
self generally, or your overall worth, on the basis of whether 
you do or don't succeed in a particular task or goal. 


Each time you catch yourself being self-critical 
or you do not achieve a goal, acknowledge to 
yourself that you have not achieved your goal 
or that you wish that you had acted differently 
but then remind yourself that it does not mean that you are 
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worthless. If it helps, when you do this you can also remind 
yourself of the affirmations that you created in chapter 1 
(page 27). 


Benefits of accepting yourself unconditionally 
There are a number of potential benefits that can ensue if 
you accept yourself unconditionally. If you regard yourself 
as having worth irrespective of whether or not you achieve 
particular goals, act in certain ways or gain the approval of 
others, then: 


e You may feel happier, because you do not feel so much 
pressure to achieve or to be a certain way 

e You are unlikely to get so despondent if you fail to 
achieve a particular goal 

e You may well be better able to make decisions for your- 
self because you do not feel that your worth is reliant 
on the opinions of other people 

e You do not experience the stress of frequently com- 
paring yourself to other people or to excessively high 
standards. 


Disadvantages of accepting yourself 
unconditionally 

There may however be some potential disadvantages from 
accepting yourself unconditionally, such as: 


e You may lose some of your drive because you feel you 
don't have to prove yourself so much 
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e You may become lazier 

¢ You may become inconsiderate or disrespectful of oth- 
ers if you go to the extreme of not valuing the opinion 
of others at all or of thinking that you are completely 
self-sufficient. 


You can minimize the likelihood of the disadvantages aris- 
ing if you remember that your aim, as suggested at the 
beginning of chapter 1 (page 11), is not to have a super- 
high level of self-esteem (which might involve arrogance 
or conceit) but merely to achieve a reasonable level of self- 
esteem. Accepting yourself unconditionally does not have 
to mean that you become arrogant. Indeed Albert Ellis 
advocated in many of his books that alongside aiming for 
unconditional self-acceptance, you should also try to aim 
for unconditional acceptance of others - the two aims can 
be complementary. 


Write a list of what the benefits and disadvan- 
tages might be for you if you were able to 
move closer towards an attitude of uncondi- 
tional self-acceptance. Do the benefits out- 
weigh the disadvantages? Is there any way that you can 
minimize the risk of the disadvantages you have identified 
occurring, or else manage them if they do occur? 
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Not judging yourself 

Linked to the idea of unconditional self-acceptance is the 
idea of not judging yourself for your perceived weaknesses 
or failings. One way that you can help to do this is by keep- 
ing a conscious record of your internal descriptions of your 
own perceived failings and errors, then reframing the nega- 
tive descriptive language in which you originally described 
the failings in a less emotionally charged, more specific and 
neutral way, so that you are not making a moral judgement 
on yourself. 


about yourself 

Marcia's relationship with her partner of two 

years has just ended and she has become very 

self-critical, questioning whether the end of the 
relationship was due to some personal failing of hers. To 
help herself adopt a more accepting stance towards herself 
she makes a note of the language with which she criticizes 
herself and then in her mind reframes the descriptions, tak- 
ing out the more judgemental phrases in them, so that they 
are more neutral and less emotionally charged: 


i Marcia: reframing negative judgements 


Negative self-description: ‘| am disgustingly fat.’ 
Reframed neutral description: ‘| have difficulty control- 
ling my weight and do not have the body shape that | 
would like.’ 
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Negative self-description: ‘| am very poor at telling 
people my real feelings.’ 

Reframed neutral description: ‘| don't express my feel- 
ings to others as much as | would like to.’ 


Negative self-description: ‘| am uselessly disorganized.’ 
Reframed neutral description: 'I don't organize my work 
tasks as efficiently as some people.’ 


Negative  self-description: ‘| am hopeless at 
relationships.’ 
Reframed neutral description: ‘| am not currently in a 
relationship.’ 


Changing prescriptions into preferences 
Another technique recommended by Albert Ellis that you 
can use to help you accept both yourself and others is this: 
every time you catch yourself making a prescriptive state- 
ment about how you or someone else should be or should 
behave, such as ‘I must ...' or 'I ought to ...', reframe that 
statement in your mind (or indeed out loud if you are speak- 
ing to someone) so that you express a personal preference, 
wish, hope or intention rather than an inflexible prescrip- 
tion. For example, instead of ‘I mustn't slip up this time’ say 
to yourself ‘I am going to try not to slip up this time’ or ‘I 
hope that | don’t slip up this time.’ This may help to reduce 
your tension and stress and in doing so it may actually also 
increase your chances of success. 
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Accepting your physical appearance 
If some of your negative feelings about yourself relate to 
your appearance, then you can try an exercise involving 
looking in a full-length mirror and honestly focusing on 
each of the ‘bad’ aspects of your body that you dislike, but 
trying to do so in a detached observational way rather than 
in an emotional self-condemnatory way. Nathaniel Branden 
in his book The Six Pillars of Self-Esteem and Ellis in The 
Myth of Self-Esteem both include an exercise of this type in 
order to help with self-acceptance around body image (Ellis 
attributes the version he describes to Jeffrey Brandsma). 
The crucial element in doing this exercise of scrutinizing 
your physical imperfections is to try to do it with an attitude 
of calmness and acceptance (difficult as that is). Acceptance 
here doesn’t mean that you say you are not going to try to 
do anything to improve aspects of yourself that you don’t 
like or that you are not going to try to become healthier but 
it does mean that if you don’t succeed in changing yourself 
you still accept yourself. You can focus on aspects that you 
want to change and work out a plan to try to do that but 
at the same time remind yourself that you can accept those 
perceived imperfections and continue to act and live in posi- 
tive ways whether or not you achieve your desired change. 
For some people, learning not to judge yourself or your 
physical appearance too harshly can be extremely difficult. In 
these circumstances, you may find it helps to use detached 
self-observation to note your thoughts, feelings and sensa- 
tions when you are being judgemental about yourself. 
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X self or your appearance, try simply to observe 
3 your thoughts and feelings and sensations or 
physiological changes in a detached way. To help you with 
this detached observation, you may find it useful to describe 
your thoughts/feelings/sensations in the third person (as 
illustrated in the example below). When doing so, imagine 
you are a friendly third party observing yourself in a com- 
passionate way, or alternatively imagine you are a scientist 
observing yourself in a detached way as if you were report- 
ing data. 

For example, someone trying the exercise of looking 
in the mirror and scrutinizing their body might report his 
thoughts, feelings etc. to himself thus (using the third per- 
son rather than ʻI’): ‘John is looking at his stomach, John is 
thinking he is fat, John is upset, John is feeling tense, John 
is trying to relax his shoulders ...’. 


As in the above example, if you use this detached report- 
ing technique and you still find negative feelings intruding, 
try not to be critical of yourself for having them, just report 
them and then move on to your next observation if you can. 

You may also find that meditation and breathing 
techniques can help you achieve the kind of calmness 
and detachment that can help with accepting yourself. 
Chapter 4 on understanding yourself contains further infor- 
mation about basic meditation practice (page 156). 
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A healthy attitude towards your own faults 

or failings 

Below are set out three different attitudes that you might 
have when reflecting on your own faults: 


1. Defensiveness/denial: You don't admit to yourself that 
you have the faults or you minimize them because you see 
them as shameful, bad or even unforgiveable. 


2. Acceptance (without judging yourself): You acknowl- 
edge failings, faults and errors honestly and accept yourself 
at the same time, realizing that everybody has faults. 


3. Self-condemnation: You see your faults and condemn 
yourself as a human being for having them, not recognizing 
that it is normal to have faults and make mistakes or fail in 
some enterprises. 


Consistent with Ellis’s ideas on unconditional self- 
acceptance, | would suggest that the middle category 
— acceptance of your faults or failings without judging your- 
self — is a sounder basis for a reasonable level of self-esteem 
than either of the two extremes. 


The ABC model of emotions 

Some time before writing his book on self-esteem, Ellis 
developed a famous model for looking at the relationship 
between thought patterns and emotions, which can also 
be usefully applied to helping you deal with issues around 


61 


self-acceptance. In its initial formulation this model was 
called the ‘ABC model of emotions’. It has come to be one 
of the most famous methods used in cognitive behavioural 
therapy (or CBT). The model analyzes the development of 
emotions in the sequence A: activating event; B: belief; 
C: consequent emotion. (In some of his books Ellis uses the 
phrase ‘adversity’ in place of ‘activating event’ because the 
context in which CBT is used is often one where the initial 
activating event is something which appears to the person 
on the receiving end of it to be an adverse or problematic 
situation.) 

A simple example of an analysis using the ABC model 
of emotions would be: 


A; activating event 
Your friend disagrees with something you say 


B: belief 
You think: ‘She thinks I'm useless’ 


C: consequent emotions 
You feel angry or upset or hopeless 


In this example you may well be regarding yourself in a 
non-accepting way — jumping from the mere fact that your 
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friend disagrees with you to the belief that she must be 
thinking you are useless, and seeing that as awful. 

Another example of using the ABC model to analyze 
a situation in which you don't adopt an accepting attitude 
towards yourself and your actions is given below: 


A: activating event 
| forgot to include one of the papers that | was supposed 
to bring to a meeting and | found it difficult 
to contribute to the discussion about the topic 


B: belief 
"Why can’t | ever do what | intend to? | am so disorganized. 
My work colleague would never have done this. | am stupid.’ 


C: consequent emotions 
Annoyed with myself, frustrated and stressed 


When you have an experience that leaves you 

passing negative judgements on yourself, use 

Ellis's ABC model to record the activating 

event that prompted your feelings; the 
thoughts or beliefs that went through your mind; and 
your consequent emotions. (Next we will start to consider 
what you might do to address these negative, self-critical 
judgements!) 
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Disputing with yourself - a route to greater 
self-acceptance 

Ellis later added onto his ABC model a ‘D’ standing for ‘dis- 
putation’ (and also an 'E' to stand for the positive ‘effects’ 
of this disputation, or the ‘energizing’ results of it). The 
‘D’ for ‘disputation’ gives the key to what is likely to be 
helpful for you if you want to break a pattern of self-critical 
thoughts and negative feelings about yourself - namely 
using techniques to dispute and challenge your own self- 
critical thinking. 

It may sound strange to suggest that disputing with 
yourself might lead you to accept yourself more. However, 
the idea is to dispute irrational, overly negative and self- 
critical thoughts, so that your thinking becomes more bal- 
anced. Here is a disputation checklist of key questions | 
suggest you use to help you do this: 


1. Ask yourself: ‘If | were talking to a friend who was in 
my situation and they were expressing those self-critical 
thoughts, what would I say to them?’ 

The response might include suggestions like: 
e ‘Don't be so hard on yourself’ 
e ‘No one else noticed so it didn’t really matter’ 


2. Alternatively, imagine a reasonable and supportive 
friend is talking to you about your self-critical percep- 
tion of yourself. What might they say to you? 


This might include similar things to the above, or other 
points specifically related to the situation or to your 
personal qualities, such as: 

e ‘Maybe organization is not your strong point but 
you've got other more important qualities, like 
being a good friend’ 

e ‘It isn’t the most important situation. You made a 
mistake, that’s all. We all do it from time to time.’ 


Ask yourself if your self-critical assessment is accurate 
or exaggerated — for example, if you find that your self- 
critical statement includes the words ‘never’ or ‘always’ 
you may be able to soften it by recognizing that some- 
times you make the mistake or act in the way you feel 
bad about, but on other occasions you do act in the 
positive way that you would like. 


Ask yourself if there any similar occasions when you 
have acted positively. Often people remember mistakes 
and failures but not successes, so to put the situation 
into context, acknowledge that on this occasion you 
perhaps didn’t act as you would have liked but remind 
yourself that on other occasions you have done so. 


Even if your self-critical thought is true, ask yourself how 
much it really matters? Is it really as important as you 
think? Is it a matter of life and death or just something 
that in an ideal world you might have done differently? 
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Once you have gone through the checklist, create a sen- 
tence based on one or more of your answers. Say that 
sentence to yourself when experiencing the self-critical 
thoughts, so as to challenge them and put them in a more 
balanced perspective (we will look in greater detail at this 
idea of creating a ‘balancing thought’ or ‘balancing state- 
ment’ later in this chapter — see pages 70-77). 


In a situation that you have analyzed using the 

EMEMBER, ABC model, or in another situation where you 
THIS!!! ers y 

are being highly critical of yourself, remember 

the 'D' for ‘disputation’ and try to challenge your self- 


critical thoughts by asking yourself the five questions in the 
disputation checklist above. 


CBT and self-acceptance 
Ellis was one of two people who in the second half of the 
twentieth century came up with related though not identical 
ideas that later came to be described under the umbrella 
term ‘cognitive behavioural therapy’, or CBT for short. His 
approach was influenced by the thinking of ancient Greek 
philosophers such as Epictetus, who held that ‘Men are dis- 
turbed not by things, but by the view which they take of 
them.’ 

Cognitive behavioural therapy builds on the idea in the 
above quote by encouraging you to try to look at situa- 
tions, problems and relationships in fresh or different ways, 
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and to take responsibility for the way in which you look at 
and react to events. Ellis’s approach, which he first began to 
use in the mid-1950s and developed over subsequent dec- 
ades, enabled clients to change self-defeating beliefs by 
helping them to see the irrationality or inflexibility inherent 
in those beliefs. Ellis called his approach rational therapy 
(later renamed ‘rational emotive therapy’ or ‘rational emo- 
tive behaviour therapy’). As indicated above, it is also often 
seen as a form of cognitive behavioural therapy. 

The other key figure in the development of CBT theo- 
ries is Dr Aaron Beck. Beck developed his system of ‘cog- 
nitive therapy’ in the early 1960s as a psychiatrist at the 
University of Pennsylvania. He had studied and practised 
psychoanalysis and in order to seek research validation 
for the theories of psychoanalysis he conducted research 
to test psychoanalytic concepts of depression. To his sur- 
prise he found that the research results did not validate the 
psychoanalytic concepts so he started to test and research 
alternative methods. The ideas that he developed, like 
Ellis’s, can be used to help you deal with issues of low self- 
esteem and to develop greater self-acceptance if you have 
a tendency to dismiss and belittle yourself and your efforts. 


Negative automatic thoughts 

Working with patients who were depressed, Beck found 
that rather than the psychoanalytic concepts that he 
had been expecting to discover, a frequent thread in 
the depressed patients was that they often experienced 
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negative thoughts which appeared to occur spontaneously, 
for which he coined the term ‘automatic thoughts’. The 
patients’ thoughts fell into three types: 


1. Negative thoughts about yourself 
2. Negative thoughts about the world 
3. Negative thoughts about the future 


The first type of negative thoughts, thoughts about your- 
self, are highly relevant to the topic of self-esteem and in 
particular to self-acceptance. Everyone has some negative 
thoughts about their self but if you often have negative 
thoughts about yourself and the things that you do or don’t 
do, or if your negative thoughts are extreme, then this is an 
indication that you have low self-esteem. 


Sanjay: jumping to negative conclusions 
about yourself 
Sanjay is a student from a poor background who 
gets a relatively low test score in a practice test 
a few months before an important exam. His 
instinctive, automatic reaction to the test score is to think: 
‘I'm stupid’ (negative thought about himself) and ‘I’m going 
to fail the exam’ (negative thought about the future). 
Sanjay’s negative thoughts lead him to feel highly anx- 
ious and downcast. The way in which he quickly draws a 
negative conclusion and general characterization of himself 
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(‘I'm stupid’) from one poor test score illustrates his lack of 
self-esteem. 

Part of Sanjay’s negative characterization is that he sees 
himself as in some way inadequate and he thinks that get- 
ting a poor test score is unacceptable or shameful. He finds 
it difficult to accept himself if he doesn’t achieve what he 
feels he should. 


Dealing with negative thoughts about 
yourself 

Cognitive therapy, devised by Beck, encourages people to 
examine their negative thoughts and challenge or question 
possible distortions or exaggerations in their conclusions 
and viewpoint. 

It is important to realize that cognitive therapy (and 
similarly cognitive behavioural therapy) does not say that 
if we have an automatic negative thought it is necessarily 
completely wrong or erroneous. What it does do is ask us 
to examine the evidence for our beliefs, to see if they are 
fully justified and if not then to moderate them in an appro- 
priate manner. 


thoughts 

Using cognitive techniques with Sanjay, a ther- 
apist or coach might encourage him to look 
out for any exaggerations or distortions in his 


nae Sanjay (continued): dealing with negative 


69 


thoughts, to write down ways in which they were distorted 
and to then balance out the thoughts with more realistic 
statements to remind himself of the reality and put his situ- 
ation in perspective. In such a context, Sanjay might come 
up with more realistic observations such as: 


You could have done better in the test but it doesn't 
prove that you are stupid 


You could fail the exam, but even if you do there will be 
an opportunity to retake it and if you seek advice from 
the tutor about where you went wrong you may be able 
to do better in the real exam. 


Reminding himself of these more balanced statements 
could help Sanjay to take the edge off the feelings of 
despondency and negative thoughts he experiences and 
help him to approach the exam itself and the build-up to it 
in a more constructive way. 


A balancing thought (which can also be called a 
balancing statement) is something that you can 
say to yourself to help you put into perspective 
negative or self-critical thoughts. 


Here are some examples of balancing thoughts that people 
might create in particular situations to put self-critical 
thoughts in perspective: 


Situation: Sarah is watching TV with her partner John 
when he starts expressing his dislike of a politician who 
is speaking on the news. Sarah agrees with some of the 
politician’s views and thinks John has described them 
inaccurately so she challenges his comments. John then 
walks out of the room. 

Beliefs/thoughts: ‘| shouldn't have upset John by con- 
tradicting him.’ 

Feelings: Guilty 

Balancing thought created: It was reasonable for you 
to contradict John because you didn't agree with what 
he was saying. 


Situation: Paul is working hard on a difficult piece of 
work his boss has given him. 

Beliefs/thoughts: ‘| won't be able to finish this piece of 
work on time and my boss will be annoyed with me. I’m 
never able to get things done properly.’ 

Feelings: Annoyed with himself and stressed. 
Balancing thought created: Do your best to finish the 
work on time but it’s not the end of the world if you 
don’t manage it. 
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Situation: Linda comes home and finds her mum has 
visited unasked while she was out and moved some of 
her belongings around in the house while tidying up. 
She reacts angrily and shouts at her mum. 
Beliefs/thoughts: ‘| got angry with mum; that proves | 
am totally thoughtless.’ 

Feelings: Angry with herself and despondent. 
Balancing thought created: Okay, you did something 
that you would prefer not to have done. You can't put 
the clock back but you can apologize to her and try to 
act differently if the situation arises again. 


Situation: Jean-Paul gives a presentation at a confer- 
ence as part of his work. He forgets to make some of 
the points he had intended to. However, no one seems 


Situation: Serena is frustrated by something one of her 
friends has done and mentions it in conversation with 
another friend, Tamsin, but she only receives a cursory 
response. 

Beliefs/thoughts: ‘Tamsin didn't look at me when | 
was speaking and just responded with a quiet “yes”. 
Therefore she obviously didn't agree with what | said. | 
always say too much. | have offended her.’ 

Feelings: Anxious, guilty. 

Balancing thought created: It's possible that Tamsin 
didn’t like what you said but there are other possible 
explanations of her response. For example, she might 
have been thinking of something else completely and 
you could be jumping to conclusions. 


You can create balancing thoughts for past situations or 
events to help you come to terms with them and feel bet- 
ter about them. You can also use balancing thoughts in the 
present when difficult situations and negative or self-critical 
thoughts arise. 


to notice and there are a series of questions at the end 
from interested participants, which he answers well. 
Beliefs/thoughts: ‘My presentation was useless. 
Everyone is going to think that | can't do the job.’ 
Feelings: Frustrated with himself. 

Balancing thought created: Some people gave you 
good feedback. Others may have thought you could 
have done better but it’s unlikely you'll please every- 
one. This is an aspect of your job that you know you 
find difficult, but everyone has different strengths and 
there is no real evidence to suggest that people think 
you can't do the job. 


Give yourself permission to make mistakes! 
No one is perfect and you can learn from 
mistakes. 
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How to create balancing thoughts 

The first way to create balancing thoughts is simply to 
remind yourself that what you are trying to do is to create a 
realistic statement that you can say to yourself to help you 
put into perspective any negative or self-critical thoughts 
that you have and then come up with some suggestions 
and see if they do indeed put the original negative thought 
in a more realistic perspective. 

If, however, you find it difficult to generate balancing 
thoughts by that initial method, then a second method you 
can use is to go through the five key questions in the dispu- 
tation checklist (page 64), and see if doing that helps you to 
come up with any helpful balancing thoughts that you can 
say to yourself in the relevant situation. 

Another way of creating balancing thoughts is to use 
the ACCEPT acronym below which | have created to help 
clients memorize different ways of generating a more 
accepting attitude towards yourself. Some of the ways 
outlined in the ACCEPT acronym overlap with questions in 
the disputation checklist but the acronym may help you to 
remember them more easily. 


Using the ACCEPT acronym to help you 

create an attitude of self-acceptance 

If you find yourself adopting a non-accepting attitude 
towards things you do or don’t do, or thinking self-critical 
thoughts, write down exactly what your thought is then use 
one or more of the techniques indicated below to create 
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and write down a balancing thought to say to yourself to 
help you put the original negative thought in perspective: 


Accept yourself: 
i.e. Don’t be so hard on yourself. What would you say 
to yourself if you were being a little more forgiving 
towards yourself? Write this down as your balancing 
thought and say it to yourself. 


Counsel a friend: 
What would you say to a friend in your situation or what 
would a good friend say to you? Write this down as 
your balancing thought. 


Constructive approach: 
If you were asked to say what positives might come out 
of the situation or what you might learn from it, what 
would you say? Write these comments down as your 
balancing thought. 


Explore alternatives: 

What alternative interpretations might there be of the 
actions, behaviour or events that are leading you to 
jump to negative conclusions about yourself? Could 
your negative judgement about yourself be a bit exag- 
gerated? What would be a more balanced or moderate 
interpretation of the significance of the situation? Write 
this down as your balancing thought. 
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Prepare for the worst: 
Face your fears! Imagine that the worst were to hap- 
pen — how serious would it really be on a scale of 1-10 
compared to other possible life events? And how could 
you respond to it if it did happen? Write down your 
assessment of seriousness and of how you could react 
or deal with the eventuality as your balancing thought. 


Try to focus on something else: 

Is it really worth expending all your emotional and 
mental energy over this issue? If you can’t resolve the 
situation in your mind then consider doing something 
active or focusing on something else altogether for a 
short time, to give your mind some respite from circular 
or unproductive thoughts that may be affecting your 
self-belief and feelings of self-worth. This isn’t really 
a balancing thought as such — it is an action. You can 
say things to yourself such as ‘STOP!’ or snap an elastic 
band on your wrist to help you snap out of the cycle 
of negative thoughts and then make an effort to find 
something to occupy yourself and your mind, such as 
exercise or a crossword or work. 


The importance of practice 

Coaches or therapists who use CBT techniques and princi- 
ples often stress the importance of practice (Beck in particu- 
lar emphasizes the importance of adopting an experimental 
attitude and trying out some of the ideas or techniques to 
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see how you get on with them). Practise creating balancing 
thoughts over a period of time until it has become second 
nature. The aim is not to get rid of negative or self-critical 
thoughts but to find a method for helping to manage them 
and put them in perspective, which in turn will help you to 
feel better about yourself and act in more constructive ways. 

As a first step, try observing what you are thinking and 
recording any self-critical thoughts on a daily basis for a 
week or two using Ellis’s ABC model (pages 61-3) then 
creating balancing thoughts for each self-critical thought 
using the methods described above. Read the balancing 
thoughts through to yourself to remind yourself to keep 
your self-criticism in perspective. If there are particular pat- 
terns that emerge, then try to remind yourself when one 
of those patterns is emerging and instead of getting harsh 
with yourself for allowing it to happen again, be kinder on 
yourself. Acknowledge that the pattern is coming up again 
and remind yourself of the balancing thought that you have 
created to deal with it. 

Be patient with yourself - negative and self-critical 
thought patterns tend to become habitual. So to ‘unlearn’ 
them, be prepared to practise this technique for a while. 

Congratulate yourself each time you find a balancing 
thought that helps you! 

If you forget to use a balancing thought or it doesn’t 
work so well on another occasion, don’t be overly critical of 
yourself. Have a break (literally, go and do something relax- 
ing if possible) or else reflect on whether there is anything 
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you can try out instead next time which might help you to 
remember to use the balancing thought or to devise a differ- 
ent one that might in fact work better for you in the situation. 


Analyzing negative thoughts 

For some people the balancing thoughts technique may 
be effective enough to deal with the situations where you 
are experiencing negative thoughts. However, if you find 
that you want to understand in greater detail what patterns 
you are getting into with your negative thoughts, so as to 
change them in a more precise way, then CBT can offer a 
number of specific ways of classifying different types of dis- 
torted thinking patterns that you may find helpful. 

Bear in mind that if you find some or all of the follow- 
ing ‘distorted thinking’ patterns apply to you, you don’t 
need to perceive this as a particular problem that you alone 
have - most people experience these kinds of difficulty to a 
greater or lesser degree, and most people can benefit from 
understanding which specific types of distorted thinking 
most apply to them, so that they can then learn to correct 
them, redress the balance, feel and act better. 


Thinking flexibly and creatively 

Below | list some different types of distorted thinking pat- 
terns that can occur and make some suggestions as to the 
types of approach that might help you if you feel that a par- 
ticular thinking pattern is one which you have a tendency 
towards: 
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All or nothing thinking (all-good or all-bad thinking): 
This involves extremes of thinking, without recognizing that 
realities may have shades of complexity or colour to them, 
e.g. thinking that something is perfect or else it is hopeless, 
that someone is a demon or else they are a saint. 


What to try: 
e Think of some in-between possibilities, if you can. 


e Acknowledge that most people (whether you or some- 
one else) have some good characteristics and some 
not-so-good characteristics. Be prepared to identify 
both sides to people (please note the exception to this: 
if your personal safety or that of someone you know is 
threatened by someone else then | advise you to take 
sensible steps to protect yourself - in these extreme 
cases safety may come before balance). 


e Acknowledge that you may not have all the information 
needed to understand a situation fully and be prepared 
to suspend judgement if this is the case. 


Mind-reading: This involves assuming that other people 
are thinking certain things about you or doing things for 
a particular reason, without having sufficient evidence to 
justify the assumption. 


What to try: 
e If the person you are making the assumption about is in 
conversation with you or is acting in a certain way, try 
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to generate some alternative possible explanations for 
what the other person is doing or saying and then eval- 
uate which of the alternative explanations seems most 
reasonable. If there are some which are equally likely 
or you don't know all the facts then acknowledge this. 


¢ |f you are imagining that someone who is not actu- 
ally talking to you but is present with you (for example 
in a work or social situation) is thinking badly of you, 
remember that other people may have their own prob- 
lems and may not be thinking about you at all. 


e Imagine purely for the sake of argument that you 
are right about the explanation of the other person's 
behaviour. Try to clarify for yourself why that matters so 
much to you — then ask yourself what is the most con- 
structive response you can have even if your assump- 
tion is right. 


Fortune-telling or catastrophizing: Imagining that the 
worst is going to happen or making negative predictions 
in your mind. 


What to try: 

e Ask yourself what the evidence is to support your view 
that the worst will happen and what evidence there is 
that more positive outcomes might happen. 


e What do you think is the percentage likelihood that the 
feared event may happen? 


80 


e What can you do to decrease the prospect of it 
happening? 


e What can you do or say to yourself to help you cope if 
the feared event does happen? 


Generalizing: This involves making sweeping statements 
that don’t allow for exceptions, like: ‘Why do | always ...?’ 
or ‘Why do | never ...?' This might be a thought about 
yourself or about someone else or about a certain group 
of people, e.g. men or women or people from a particular 
culture, religion or region. 


What to try: 
e Ask yourself if a more moderate claim might be more 
accurate, e.g. ‘l sometimes ...' or 'I often...’ 


e Try to be fair, reasonable and accurate in your assess- 
ments of yourself as well as of others. 


e Evaluate the evidence for and against the proposition 
you are making and ask yourself if it really justifies the 
sweeping generalization. 


Labelling people and situations: This involves categoriz- 
ing people according to extreme labels (usually negative 
labels, although excessively positive labels can also lead to 
problems when a person is not be able to live up to your 
fantasy of them). You might apply a label to yourself and/ 
or to others — both can feed into low self-esteem. Examples 
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might include accusing yourself or someone else of being: 
‘hopeless’ or ‘useless’ or ‘a failure’ or ‘self-centred’. 


What to try: 


Remember that people and even situations are com- 
plex and that you too, just like anyone else, have some 
good and some not so good qualities. 


Allow for degrees and the possibility that some people 
(including yourself) may be good at some things and 
not so good at others. 


Allow others to be imperfect sometimes. 


If you are applying a negative label to someone else, 
then consider giving the person you are applying it to 
the possibility to comment on it. If you do make your 
point to them, then see if there is a way in which you 
can get it across which avoids over-generalization — e.g. 
comment on how they behaved in a particular situation 
and ask how they might behave differently if the situa- 
tion occurs again. 


If you insist on applying a negative label to yourself or 
others and you are sure your perception is correct, then 
decide what your options are for dealing with the situ- 
ation and how you want to respond. If you have a ten- 
dency to think of yourself as a victim, instead ask what 
your options are and pick the most constructive one if 
you can. 
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If you are applying a negative label to yourself then ask 
what you can do to create at least some situations when 
the negative label doesn’t apply to your behaviour. You 
don't have to fit that label all the time. 


‘Must’, ‘should’ and ‘ought’ thoughts (making unreason- 
able demands of yourself or others): Again, the judge- 
ments may relate to others or to yourself. 


What to try: 


Try to avoid dogmatic moralistic words like ‘must’, 
‘should’ and maybe try out ‘wish’, ‘prefer’, ‘want’ or 
other words which reflect your feelings and wishes 
rather than impose a demand on yourself or on others. 


If you have a tendency to place too many demands 
on yourself then before committing yourself to doing 
something, weigh up the advantages and disadvan- 
tages of different responses and then choose the one 
that you think is most sensible rather than automatically 
trying to please everyone or do everything. 


Remind yourself that you have a right to some time for 
yourself and for meeting your own needs. 


If you are placing demands on someone else, then 
ask yourself, will it be helpful if | impose demands or 
expectations (whether in word or thought)? An alter- 
native might be to make a request or slightly to lower 
your expectations of the other person (and of yourself 
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as well if you expect to be always perfect in a particular 
role). None of us is perfect. 


Retain your own standards, ideals and preferences but 
try not to insist that the world (or you) always operate 
by them or should do so, as the world may not agree! 
Instead, acknowledge simply that you would prefer or 
like it if the world or another person (or yourself) acted 
differently (this is the tip given by Albert Ellis, men- 
tioned earlier in this chapter under the sub-heading 
‘Changing prescriptions into preferences’, page 58). 


If another person's behaviour is obviously aggressive 
or harmful, don’t collude with that, but ask yourself 
what options you have to help you prevent the harmful 
effects or change the situation. 


Emotional reasoning: You feel a certain way so you assume 
that your feeling must be justified by the situation, e.g. you 
feel like a failure so you assume you are one. 


What to try: 


Examine the actual evidence for and against your inter- 
pretation of the situation and rate the likelihood of 
alternatives. 


Ask yourself what a friend whose judgement you trust 
would say about the situation. 


Remind yourself that just because you are unhappy with 
one of your actions or with a situation doesn’t mean 
that you are totally flawed or that the situation will 
always apply. 


Think of some counter-examples where you might feel 
the same way but a different explanation is correct 
rather than the one you assume. 


If you have a tendency towards emotional reasoning, 
remind yourself of that and pause before making an 
evaluation. 


Self-downing: You continually put yourself down. 


What to try: 


Remind yourself of some of the affirmations you created 
in chapter 1. 


Ask yourself what a good friend would say to you in this 
situation. 


Make a mental note that you are about to put yourself 
down and decide not to. 


Aim for a small improvement next time rather than 
perfection. 


Discounting the positives: You only see the negatives 
about yourself or your actions, not any positives. 
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What to try: 
e Remind yourself of some of the affirmations you cre- 
ated in chapter 1. 


e Ask yourself what a good friend would say to you in this 
situation. 


e Ask yourself what you would say if you had to reframe 
the negative thought so as to find a positive in the 
situation. 


Keep a record of times when you have 
a negative self-critical thought and specify in 
it: 


1. What the negative thought is 


2. What type of distorted thinking pattern or patterns are 
involved 


3. A balancing thought to use to deal with the negative 
thought - use any of the techniques mentioned previ- 
ously to create your balancing thought. 


Once you have got an idea of particular negative thinking 
patterns that you have a tendency towards, then create a 


plan covering: 


1. The type(s) of negative thinking you have a tendency 
towards 
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2. Examples of the kinds of situation where you tend to 
think that way 


3. A plan for what you are going to try to do if you find 
yourself thinking that way. 


Below is a sample plan that you might create: 


Type of negative thinking pattern: Mind-reading 


Example of a situation where | might think in this way: 
When | am in a meeting at work or in an unfamiliar social sit- 
uation with people | don’t know, | tend to think that people 
must be thinking that | don’t know what | am doing or that 
| am awkward and look nervous. 


Plan for what | might do if | find myself thinking in this 

way: 

e Remind myself that other people have their own prob- 
lems and may not be thinking of me or noticing me at 
all 

e Ask myself what other less negative possibilities there 
might be for what the other people are thinking and 
evaluate which is most likely. Or, if | just can’t tell, 
acknowledge that. 


Type of negative thinking pattern: Fortune-telling/ 
catastrophizing 
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Example of a situation where | might think in this way: If 
| am in a relationship | tend to predict that it is going to go 
wrong and imagine the worst for fear of the other person 
rejecting me. 


Plan for what | might do if | find myself thinking in this 

way: 

e Ask myself what evidence there is to support the view 
that the worst will happen and what evidence there is 
that more positive outcomes might happen. 

e Remind myself of positives in the relationship. 

e Recognize that even if the worst does happen then | will 
be able to cope. 

e Do other things to build up a balanced life, which helps 
me not to be dependent on approval or validation from 
that one person 


Type of negative thinking pattern: Making unreasonable 
demands on myself 


Example of a situation where | might think in this way: If 
someone asks me to do something for them, I tend to think 
that | should do what they are asking to please them. 


Plan for what | might do if I find myself thinking in this 

way: 

e Pause before agreeing to do things | am not sure | want 
to do. 
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e Weigh up the advantages and disadvantages of differ- 
ent responses and choose a response on the basis of 
that analysis rather than automatically trying to please 
everyone or do everything. 

e Remind myself that | have a right to some time for 
myself and for meeting my reasonable needs. 


If there are other types of ‘negative thinking’ that you think 
apply to you, or you have your own strategies that you know 
or believe may work for you, then feel free to put those in 
too. You don’t have to follow just the possible strategies | 
have given — the ideas | have given are suggestions that can 
be helpful but they are not the only ones. 


wy 
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G: Remember you are trying to achieve practical 
T results for you, not to get locked into a mindset 


= about what is right and wrong - if you can, focus 
on what is helpful for you in the situation, not on whether 


you or someone else is right or wrong. 


If you find that something you try out is useful then try it 
again. If not, then try something different. Remember that 
you can’t usually learn without making some mistakes, so 
don’t think you have to get it right first time and always. 
There is a famous saying used in the related field of neuro- 
linguistic programming (NLP): ‘There is no such thing as 
failure, only feedback.’ 


Keeping a diary 

Some people may feel that the idea of classifying your neg- 
ative thoughts into different types is a little too analytical 
or scientific. If you find that that applies to you, then an 
alternative method of recording your thoughts is to keep 
a diary. This can be set out in a number of different ways. 
Whatever format you use for the diary, it is important that 
you make a note as accurately as possible of any signifi- 
cant negative thoughts that go through your head and the 
feelings that go with them so that you can then use the 
disputation checklist (page 64) or the ACCEPT acronym 
(pages 74-6) to help you create balancing thoughts for the 
negative thoughts. 


Vuldy 


TOK You can also if you want make a note of any posi- 
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“\Y> tive thoughts in your diary. This can help to clar- 

= ify positive points in the day that you may 
overlook (most of us have a tendency to focus on and 
remember the negative, so it helps to remind ourselves of 
the positive too). Provided that the positive thoughts are 
reasonably balanced and sensible and not excessive or dis- 
torted, they can help to counter-balance the negative 
thoughts. 

(If your ‘positive’ thoughts are extreme and unrealistic, 
which may apply for example to people who experience 
bipolar disorder, then part of your approach may instead 
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involve moderating or balancing overly positive thoughts, 
to put them in reasonable perspective. Since this book is 
primarily aimed at people who have low self-esteem and 
associated negative thoughts or self-critical attitudes, | 
don’t discuss inappropriately positive thoughts in this book. 
However, it is worth bearing in mind that CBT is about bal- 
ancing unrealistic or distorted thinking and that this can 
apply to overly positive thoughts just as to overly negative 
thoughts — some of the types of distorted thinking such as 
generalizing can apply as much to excessively positive think- 
ing as to excessively negative thinking. Other types such 
as self-downing don't apply to overly positive thoughts — 
you are more likely to be prone to over-grandiose thoughts 
about yourself if you think too positively.) 


In your diary, also give an overall rating for how you felt on 
each day that the diary covers. Then at a later stage, say 
in a few weeks, you will be able to check your records to 
see any changes in your general level of positive/negative 
feelings. Also, by giving a daily rating you will be able to 
see across the course of a week the extent to which your 
feelings are up and down. (Note: rating your feelings is very 
different from rating yourself globally, which Ellis spoke 
against — see pages 53-4. It is a legitimate, helpful piece of 
self-observation which can be useful.) 
Things your diary could cover each day include: 


91 


What you did during the day 

Your mood or feelings at different times in the day 

The situations or circumstances when you felt that way 
Any thoughts that went through your mind when you 
were in that mood/experiencing that feeling 

5. An overall rating of how you felt during the day (out 
of 10). 


eS 


feelings and thoughts 

Claire has a tendency towards negative feelings 

about herself and her abilities. A few weeks ago 

she separated from her partner Pete. She has 
been preoccupied by that and also has had worries about 
her job. She has decided to create a diary to help her keep 
issues in perspective and cope with negative thoughts 
about herself. In the diary she includes the five elements 
listed above. Here are the entries from her first day of keep- 
ing the diary: 


best Claire: using a diary to address negative 


Day 1 

Didn't sleep very well - got up late and arrived ten 
minutes late for work. Felt annoyed with myself and 
worried | might get into trouble. Thinking thoughts 
like: Why am I always late? I’m so disorganized. They 
must all think I'm useless at work. What if my supervisor 
reports me? 
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Set myself five tasks to get through in the day - found 
it difficult to concentrate - kept thinking about Pete 
leaving me. Only managed to get through three of the 
tasks. 


Feeling angry and ashamed about how the relationship 
ended. Thinking: Why do | always muck up in relation- 
ships? Am | always going to be alone? How stupid |! 
must have been not to realize Pete was seeing some- 
one else. 


| reminded myself of what Jo said about how many rela- 
tionships fail and about some of my positive qualities. It 
did help a bit — not good that so many relationships fail, 
but at least I’m not the only one! 


Went for a walk in the lunch break, trying to clear my 
head. Felt a bit more relaxed and was able to work a 
bit better in the afternoon. My supervisor didn’t come 
over and seemed to be looking at his work all the time. 
| wondered: Is he deliberately avoiding me? | know the 
firm is struggling at the moment. Perhaps l'm going to 
lose my job. 


Spent the evening watching TV - still thinking about the 
end of my relationship and feeling frustrated: | ought to 
be able to shake this off - it’s been three weeks now. 
| want to move on. Eventually found a rerun of some 
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old comedy - actually got me laughing a bit, although 
strangely | almost felt annoyed with myself in finding 
| could forget about the relationship even if for only 
twenty minutes! 


Went to bed at 10.30pm - trying to get in a healthy 
routine. 


Overall rating for how | felt during the day (out of 10): 3 


Making use of your diary 

Once you have started recording your feelings, thoughts 
and actions in a diary, you can start to make use of it by 
going through and creating balancing thoughts (using any 
of the techniques described earlier in the chapter) for any 
negative thoughts you have noted down, to put them in 
perspective or help you realize when the negative thought 
is distorted or exaggerated. 


Claire (continued): creating balancing 

(a thoughts to use in relation to her diary 
Claire's balancing thoughts after going through 
her diary are set out below. At the end of the 


exercise she has also added a ‘constructive com- 
ment’ on the day, which you can also do. 
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Negative thought: ‘Why am | always late? I’m so disor- 
ganized. They must all think I'm useless at work.’ 


Balancing thought: Actually you’ve had good perfor- 
mance reviews. It’s true that time-keeping is not your 
strong point. You can concentrate on improving it start- 
ing with the next week but it doesn’t mean that you are 
useless — the feedback you get shows you are highly 
regarded. 


Negative thought: ‘Why do | always muck up in rela- 
tionships? ... How stupid | must have been not to real- 
ize Pete was seeing someone else.’ 


Balancing thought: Relationships are hard - many fail 
and others continue but in a very bad state. Yes, some 
are good and that’s what you want but there's no point 
in being too hard on yourself. Maybe you could have 
realized what was happening earlier but being overly 
suspicious wouldn't necessarily have helped. 


Negative thought: ‘Is my supervisor avoiding me? ... 
Perhaps l'm going to lose my job.’ 


Balancing thought: There are other possible explana- 
tions of why your supervisor seemed preoccupied — 
perhaps he has his own problems or perhaps he is just 
focusing on his own work! Anyway, if the worst happens 
and you lose your job, it's not actually the end of the 
world. 
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Negative thought: ‘Why do | keep thinking about the 
end of the relationship? | ought to be able to shake off 
these thoughts. It’s been three weeks now. | want to 
move on.’ 


Balancing thought: What happened was stressful and 
it's normal that you will think about it for some time. 
Three weeks is not long. You can try to find other things 
to focus on but it will take time. Be patient! 


Constructive comment at the end of the day: 
Although I was tired and stressed, and indulged in 
some negative thoughts which didn’t help, | still did 
some sensible things - like taking a break at lunch to 
clear my head. | got through the day despite my worries 
and I even managed to laugh at a TV programme and 
forget about my problems for twenty minutes. 


Looking for patterns in your diary 

Another thing you can try if you are using a diary like Claire 
is to look over your diary entries over a period of days, 
looking out for anything you are doing which is helping 
you to feel better and act more positively. Unless there are 
significant downsides to those actions which outweigh the 
positives, make a commitment to trying them again in simi- 
lar situations. 
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If you start to use a diary in a similar way to 

Claire, or if you are keeping any other kind of 

record of your thoughts, feelings and actions 

over a period of time, look through your 
entries for a few days then write down your answers to the 
five questions listed below. If this gives you some ideas for 
what might help to raise your self-esteem in a helpful way 
then try to apply those ideas: 


1. What activities do you find make your mood worse or 
do not help your situation? 


2. What activities do you find can help your mood in a rea- 
sonable way without significant adverse consequences? 
(Note: Do not include in your answer activities which 
have a significant negative aspect or subsequent nega- 
tive consequence such as drinking excessive amounts 
of alcohol, which can lift your mood initially but then 
acts as a depressant drug and is likely to worsen your 
feelings overall.) 


3. What ways of reacting to situations do you find make 
the situations worse? 


4. What ways of reacting to situations do you find tend to 
help? 


5. What new activities or new ways of reacting might you 


try out to help with your situation? 
a Č 
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Success, aspirations and self-esteem 

One thing that Claire's diary graphically indicates is that 
you can put a lot of pressure on yourself if you feel that you 
must be successful in work, relationships or other particular 
spheres of life. If you place too much importance on suc- 
cess, then if you think you have failed this can be damaging 
for your self-esteem. 

William James, an American psychologist who lived in 
the second half of the 19th century, is often cited as a fore- 
runner of interest in self-esteem in modern times. James 
presented self-esteem in a formula: 

_ Success 


Self-esteem = — 
Pretensions 


(from The Principles of Psychology by William James, 
Chapter X: The Consciousness of Self, 1890). 


By ‘pretensions’ James means your aspirations or goals. In 
other words his view was that your self-esteem will increase 
if you are successful in achieving your goals and will be even 
higher if you achieve more than you aspire to. On this view, 
however, if you don’t succeed in reaching your goals your 
self-esteem will suffer. In part, this chapter has been about 
showing what you can do to accept yourself if that situation 
arises and you do not meet your goals. Following James’ 
formula through logically you can also see that if you want 
to increase your self-esteem it is sensible to set realistic 
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goals rather than over-optimistic ones (which you might not 
have much chance of achieving). However, | would suggest 
that you don’t want to set your goals too low or you may 
lose all motivation! It's about achieving a sensible balance. 
The ideas of Albert Ellis and Aaron Beck, as indicated in 
this chapter, suggest that achieving a balanced view about 
your own failures or imperfections, instead of attaching too 
much importance to success, may ultimately benefit you. 
This kind of balanced approach to yourself and your life can 
be a more secure route to a reasonable level of self-esteem 
than focusing all your attentions on achieving success. In 
the next chapter we will be looking at another aspect of 
achieving balance in your life — looking after yourself. 


e Developing an attitude of self-acceptance involves 
recognizing that you can make mistakes without that 


Key ideas from chapter 2 
Some of the key ideas from chapter 2 are: 


meaning you are worthless 


e Developing an attitude of self-acceptance involves 
adopting a less judgemental attitude towards yourself 


e Practising detached observation of yourself, your 
thoughts and your feelings can be helpful for dealing 
with shame about yourself or your body 
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You can use the ABC model to help you analyze nega- 
tive and self-critical thoughts 


You can use a disputation checklist or the ACCEPT acro- 
nym to help challenge self-critical thoughts and create 
balancing thoughts to put them in perspective 


You can analyze distorted thinking patterns into differ- 
ent types and use appropriate techniques to tackle the 
types of distorted thinking that you may have a ten- 
dency towards 


Keeping a diary focusing on balancing out negative 
thoughts can be helpful for your self-acceptance and 
related self-esteem. 
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3. Look after yourself 


‘The needs of a human being are sacred. Their satisfaction 
cannot be subordinated either to reasons of state, or to any 
consideration of money, nationality, race or colour, or to the 
moral or other value attributed to the human being in ques- 
tion, or to any consideration whatsoever.’ 
—Simone Weil, 
Draft for a Statement of Human Obligations (1943) 
(translation by Richard Rees) 


So far | have considered the first two elements of the VALUE 
acronym for improving your self-esteem, value yourself and 
accept yourself. The third element is about looking after 
yourself. 


Why looking after yourself is important if you 
have low self-esteem 

If you don’t value yourself very highly then you may be 
inclined to ignore your own needs or wishes or put them 
behind those of others. In some cases you may even feel 
that you don’t deserve to do things that you want to do or 
that are beneficial to you, or that you deserve to experience 
hardship. If this happens, then it can lead you either to think 
that you have to or must put everyone else’s needs before 
your own or that there is no point in you making an effort 
to do very much because you are not worth it. In either 
case the potential result is that you end up not looking after 
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yourself and your basic mental and physical health is disre- 
garded, as illustrated in the following flow chart: 


You don't value yourself 


So you don't pay attention to your own needs and wishes 


Result: You push yourself too hard, you get stressed 
and you may disregard your basic health 


| Alternatively: You find it difficult to get motivated, 
| you don’t do very much and you disregard your basic health 


A twofold approach to looking after yourself 
There are two approaches which can help you to deal with 
this kind of issue, if you suffer from low self-esteem and are 
consequently not paying sufficient attention to your own 
needs and wishes: 


1. Try to address the underlying thought patterns about 
yourself and what you deserve that are leading you not 
to value yourself by using the techniques described 
in the previous two chapters and in the following two 
chapters (on understanding yourself and empowering 
yourself). 
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2. If you have identified that this is an issue for you, then 
make an active attempt to look after yourself in your 
actions. This chapter is aimed at showing you what this 
might involve and encouraging you to try to make that 
conscious effort to look after yourself and achieve a 
healthy life balance if a lack of self-esteem has meant 
that up until now you have not been doing that. 


Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 

Abraham Maslow, an American professor of psychology 
in the 20th century, proposed a theory of human needs 
and motivation that can provide a helpful starting point 
for thinking about what areas of your life you are ignor- 
ing or downplaying. In the most advanced version of his 
theory, Maslow set out a number of categories of basic 
needs (‘deficiency needs’) and also a number of categories 
of higher order needs (‘growth needs’) relating to personal 
growth and development. 

The types of needs Maslow described are as follows: 


Deficiency needs (basic needs): 

e Physiological needs — basic biological needs, such as 
the need for oxygen, water, food. Also the need for 
sleep, sexual needs and the need to avoid pain. 


e Safety and security needs - the need for security, stabil- 
ity, protection from harm, perhaps also the need for a 
stable job or income and a home. 


103 


* Love and belonging needs - the need for relationships 
of different kinds: family, friends, romance, community. 


e Esteem needs — the need to have the respect of oth- 
ers and the need for self-respect, self-confidence, inde- 
pendence and freedom. 


Growth needs (relating to personal growth and 

development): 

e The need to know and understand — the need to 
gain knowledge and understand the world and one’s 
environment. 


e Aesthetic needs — the need for symmetry, balance and 
beauty. 


¢ Self-actualization needs — the need to achieve one’s 
potential and find fulfilment. 


e Transcendence — the need to connect to something 
beyond the ego or to help others find fulfilment and 
realize their potential. 


You don’t have to agree with Maslow’s account of the hier- 
archical order of human needs, with some being seen as 
basic and others as relating to personal growth, to be able 
to make use of it, although it is interesting to note that 
Maslow classed esteem as being among the basic needs. In 
my view, the best way to think of Maslow's analysis is as a 
starting point for your own reflections about what could be 
helpful for you to focus on: 
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Look through the categories of needs 
described by Maslow and answer the follow- 
ing questions for yourself: 


1. Which category of needs do you most want to meet 
better in your life now? 


2. What will be the potential impact on other categories 
of needs from you doing so? 


3. What sort of balance do you want to achieve between 
the different categories of needs? (To what degree do 
you want to shift your current priorities?) 


4. What would be the potential consequences of shifting 
your priorities? 


5. What specific actions can you commit to over the next 
week in the light of your answers to the four questions 
above? 


Keeping a healthy, balanced lifestyle 

Maintaining a healthy, balanced lifestyle is a sensible thing 
to do whether or not you experience low self-esteem, 
because of the benefits it brings to your mental and physi- 
cal well-being. However, if you are experiencing low self- 
esteem and related anxiety about yourself or what you are 
doing, then there is often a strong emotional and psycho- 
logical pull on you to focus all your time and energy on 
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trying to do better or more. It is then all too easy to forget 
to keep up the basic principles of living a healthy lifestyle. 
If anything, it is even more important in these circum- 
stances to keep up with a healthy lifestyle, because the more 
your body and mind are out of balance, the harder you will 
find it to approach your anxiety in a balanced way and to 
respond to it sensibly and practically. Below are some basic 
principles for keeping a healthy balanced lifestyle: 


1. Following healthy routines: Try to: 
e Eat a balanced, healthy diet with regular meal times 


e If possible, try to follow a regular sleep pattern, getting 
up at a similar time each day and going to bed at a 
similar time each night 


e Do a reasonable amount of moderate exercise (you 
don't have to run a marathon - half an hour's walk five 
days per week would be sufficient) 


e Avoid drinking alcohol to excess (and don’t drink it 
in order to relieve anxiety — that may give you instant 
relief for a short period but once the initial effect wears 
off it will make the anxiety worse and your sleep may 
well suffer too). 


2. Paying attention to priorities: If there is a possibility 


that you may be stressing your mind and body by trying to 
do too much, then it is important that you: 
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e Reflect on what is important to you and try to focus on 
those priorities 


e With regard to tasks that are less important which you do 
perhaps by habit, evaluate what the consequences would 
be if you did less of them — if the consequences would not 
in fact be too bad then make a decision as to whether you 
are going to cut down and if so by how much. 


3. Giving yourself permission to relax: If you spend ten 
to twelve hours a day working, or alternatively if you are on 
the go all the time in some other way such as doing house- 
hold tasks and supporting a family without any opportunity 
for a break, then the chances are that you are not carry- 
ing out your tasks as productively as you could. You may 
also be putting excessive strain on your mind and body. 
At some point this is likely to show in the form of ill health, 
moodiness, anxiety or in other ways, so if possible build 
short breaks into your day to keep yourself refreshed. 
Arrange some times in the week when you are going to do 
something you want to do. 


Dealing with anxious or guilty thoughts 

If you find that anxious or guilty thoughts are getting in 
the way of you living a balanced lifestyle then use some of 
the techniques described in other chapters to help manage 
those thoughts, such at the balancing thoughts techniques 
outlined in chapter 2. 
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General principles to remember if you find yourself 
thinking that you should be doing certain things that you 
are not doing, or if you think that you should be doing them 
better, or if you think that you can't possibly stop doing 
them (even though they are harming your health or life bal- 
ance) are as follows: 


e Try to be kinder to yourself and try to put criticism in 
perspective 


e Remember that nobody is perfect 


e Acknowledge your weaknesses and try to do something 
about them if you can in a practical way, but before you 
go on too extensive a self-improvement programme, 
ask yourself just how serious those weaknesses are — 
do they significantly harm or hamper you or others or 
are they just minor blemishes? If the latter, then remind 
yourself of that - give yourself a break! Of course, if you 
think that your weaknesses really may amount to ser- 
ious problems, such as a mental disorder or a damaging 
level of alcohol use or a tendency to violence, then seek 
help from an appropriate professional. 


e Identify your strengths and be proud of them (see the 
part of chapter 1 that deals with creating affirmations). 
See if you can put your strengths or interests to use in 
a creative way to help manage the issues that are wor- 
rying you. 
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Research suggests that you have a greater 

REMEMBER) chance of achieving changes in your routine if 
THIS!!! 

you set yourself specific goals and keep a 


record of your progress: 


e Set yourself daily or weekly goals that are achievable 
and realistic 


Write down your commitment to achieving them 


Keep a record of how well you do in respect of the 
goals you set 


Reward yourself if you achieve your goals 


e 


If you fall short on a goal, don't punish yourself. 
Re-evaluate whether the goal needs to be modified or 
changed and if there are ways you can increase your 
chances of achieving it (by for example, putting it in a 
calendar or by telling someone of it), then try to do that 
to help you achieve the new or modified goal. 


Andy: improving life balance 

Gar Andy has suffered from low self-esteem ever 
since he can remember. This is fuelled by high 
levels of anxiety. He runs his own building com- 
pany and finds himself frequently worrying about 


whether customers are going to complain about work he 
had done (his standards and competence are actually very 
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professional). He employs several labourers to work for him 
and finds that much of his day is spent in rushing backwards 
and forward to different jobs they are working on to check 
on their work or deal with minor problems as they arise. 
He works about 60 hours in a week and rarely has a break. 
After reflecting on his lack of life balance and the fact that 
although he has quite a high level of income he rarely gets 
the chance to use it, Andy sets himself the following short- 
term goals: 


¢ To promote one of his more experienced labourers to 
the role of foreman, thus freeing up some of his own 
time 


+ Tomake sure that he has at least a half-hour lunch break 
each day 


e To set aside two evenings each week for doing a leisure 
activity that he wants to do 


e To make a list of the tasks that he might usually do 
himself in a week and to delegate any of those that he 
doesn't actually have to do himself. 


Andy finds it quite difficult at first to carry out the above 
aims but after writing out his commitment and evaluat- 
ing at the end of each day whether he has stuck to it, he 
finds that he is beginning to get used to the more balanced 
approach. He notices that he feels less stressed and that 
he has more energy to devote to important tasks as well as 
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to the things he wants to do. Consequently he feels more 
positive about himself and his work. 


Read through pages 105-110 on keeping a 
healthy, balanced lifestyle, then answer the 
following questions: 


1. What aspects of a healthy, balanced lifestyle do you 
think you do to some degree already? 


2. What aspects of a healthy, balanced lifestyle do you 
think you could most improve on? 


3. In light of your answers to the above, list three aspects 
of life balance that you are going to commit to trying 
to implement in the next seven days (these might be 
positive things you already do that you are going to 
continue or they might be changes that you are going 
to try to make in your lifestyle). Set yourself a specific 
action to undertake in respect of each aspect. 


Keeping up with day-to-day activities 

In the flow chart at the start of this chapter (page 102) | sug- 
gested that not valuing yourself may lead to you not taking 
care of yourself in one of two ways — either by leading you 
to push yourself too hard and not take care of life balance 
considerations such as those covered in the last few pages 
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or by leading to you finding it difficult to get motivated. If 
the latter is the problem for you (i.e. if you are doing too 
little rather than too much) then it is easy to fall into the fol- 
lowing cycle of feelings and actions: 


You find it difficult to get motivated or you are | 
very anxious about whether you will do things right | 


So you don’t do very much or you spend your time 
worrying rather than acting 


Result: You feel bad about yourself and how little 
you have achieved and your self-esteem suffers 


If this pattern applies to you, then often the best approach 
you can take, although it is difficult, is to try to get back 
into a reasonable routine of activities, making sure that the 
routine you decide upon is achievable. 

This will partly involve doing things that you like doing 
(as highlighted in the previous pages in relation to life bal- 
ance) but it may also involve doing some more mundane 
regular daily activities — at least until you find something 
better to do. There are a number of reasons why it is good 
to keep up with day-to-day activities to a reasonable level 
(without overdoing it) if you have a tendency not to do very 
much and to spend the time worrying or feeling down: 
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1. Doing day-to-day activities can help to take your mind 
off anxious thoughts and lessen anxiety. 


2. If you have become caught in a pattern of negative 
thoughts about yourself and it is causing you not to do 
very much, then if you can get back to something like 
normal activity you may well feel better about yourself 
and not feel so inadequate. 


3. If you don’t get back to normal activity then some tasks 
may build up, creating more problems and anxiety. 


Creating an activities schedule 
List under the heading ‘possible activities’ any 
activities that you: 


e Need to do during the week 

e Would like to do if you had time 

e Would do if you could relax 

e Might do to give you some physical exercise (even if it's 


just walking to the shops). 


After looking at your answers to the above, set yourself 
some specific actions to do during the next seven days, 
putting them in a schedule like the one below, to indicate 
when you plan to do them: 
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-@z Try putting just one or two actions per day into 
© the table at first. If you think that more than that 


= \ 


= may be unrealistic in your current situation then 
just leave your intended commitment at that level for the 
first week or two, or put other actions in but indicate that 
they are optional so that you can make a choice whether to 
do them or not when the time comes. 


Success, pleasure and motivation 

If you find it hard to motivate yourself to create an activities 
schedule, then write out a list of potential benefits for you 
from carrying it out and remind yourself of those when you 
hesitate before doing a scheduled activity. Also keep your 
schedule to hand so that you can refer to it. 
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lf your reason for hesitating before creating an activi- 
ties schedule or doing some of the things on it is that you 
doubt that you can or will achieve them, then you may find 
it helpful to write out the reasons and ask yourself in each 
instance, ‘What have | got to lose by trying it out?’ or if it 
seems too much, ‘Is there a way that | can reduce the action 
to a more achievable level?’ 

Aaron Beck, one of the developers of CBT (see page 67) 
also suggested that for people who are feeling depressed 
or doubtful of their ability to carry out tasks, it can be help- 
ful to keep a record of each time you master an activity 
by noting ‘M’ for ‘mastery’ against it, or for each time you 
enjoy an activity by noting ‘P’ against it for ‘pleasure’. (If 
you think that the word ‘mastery’ has an unnecessarily mas- 
culine connotation then using the letter ‘S’ to denote ‘suc- 
cess’ is an alternative notation system you can use.) Noting 
down your successes and pleasurable experiences can help 
to counter the natural tendency of people with low self- 
esteem or who are feeling down not to notice things that 
go well or that they enjoy but to dwell more on negatives. 

relief as she had been struggling to keep herself 
motivated in the job anyway, but as time passes 


and she is still unable to get work, she begins to worry more 
and do less and her self-esteem suffers. 


Ruby: scheduling activities 
Ruby was recently made redundant from her job. 
For the first couple of weeks she found it quite a 
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Using an activities schedule, she creates a list of daily 
activities with a balance between those relating to job hunt- 
ing, those relating to necessary but not particularly pleas- 
urable tasks such as domestic chores, and those relating 
to enjoyable activities that she wants to do for herself but 
hasn't got round to. She creates the week's schedule on 
a Monday morning and at the end of each day she marks 
‘S’ against those tasks she has successfully achieved and 
‘P’ against those she has enjoyed. After the first week, she 
notes that her productivity has increased and also that the 
balance in the schedule enables her to do some things she 
likes without feeling guilty. She begins to feel more positive 
about herself and her prospects. 


If you are setting yourself a schedule of activi- 
ties try to follow these principles: 


e Be realistic - don't set yourself activities to fill every 
minute of the whole week if you know that realistically 
in your state of mind you would not be able to achieve 
half of them! Instead perhaps set one activity for the 
day, or one for the morning and one for the afternoon 
or whatever you think you can reasonably achieve in 
your current situation and state of mind. 


e Aim to achieve a balance between things that you need 
to do and things that you enjoy doing. 
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èe Remember when you schedule a programme of activi- 
ties, it is okay to adjust the programme if circumstances 
change or if you realize your schedule is not realistic for 
you. Aim to have an experimental approach if you're 
not sure what to do: try out possible options, see how 
they work for you and adjust them if appropriate. 


Insomnia and self-esteem 

Daily activities and occupying yourself sensibly can help to 
raise your self-esteem and take your mind away from nega- 
tive or self-critical thoughts. Another area where anxieties 
or negative thoughts about yourself could be affecting you 
adversely is in terms of sleep. If you are continually worry- 
ing about whether you have done the right thing or criticiz- 
ing yourself for actions you have or have not taken, this can 
affect your ability to sleep. This can then become a vicious 
circle where your lack of sleep makes it harder for you to 
think clearly, contributes to your own negative thoughts 
and feelings and makes it difficult for you to act construc- 
tively and positively. It can be helpful to follow some basic 
principles to help you sleep better. 


Sleeping well - some simple tips 

The occasional missed night's sleep may make you feel 
tired the next day, but it won’t harm your health. However, 
if you frequently miss sleep this can lead to: 


e Prolonged bouts of tiredness 
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e Difficulties concentrating and lack of productivity in 
daily tasks 

e Irritability or anxiety, which may also affect the way you 
relate to others 

e Feelings of depression and/or frustration and low 
self-esteem 

e Poor judgement. 


On average, adults need around eight hours’ sleep per 
night but the amount of sleep needed can vary quite sig- 
nificantly for different individuals and you probably know 
best how much sleep is helpful for you and how you react if 
you have not had enough sleep. 


If you frequently have difficulty sleeping, this may be due 

to: 

e Practical causes, e.g. the bedroom being noisy or the 
bed being uncomfortable 

e Psychological or emotional causes, e.g. worrying about 
something or feeling low 

e Physical or physiological causes, e.g. illness, physical 
pain or the response of your body to your diet or to 
medication. 
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Do's and don'ts for people who have difficulty 
sleeping 


Do's: 

e Go to bed at regular times and get up at regular times 

e Exercise moderately four to five hours before bedtime 
if possible (but not just before sleeping as that is likely 
to keep you awake) 

e Establish a regular, relaxing routine just before you go 
to bed — for example, by using a simple relaxation exer- 
cise (some are given below — see pages 121-4) 

e Sleep ona bed that is comfortable 

e Ensure as far as possible that your bedroom is not too 
hot or too cold or too noisy — for some people it can 
help to have relaxing music playing in the background 
when they fall asleep. 


Don'ts: 

e Don't drink anything with caffeine in it after early after- 
noon. Caffeine is a stimulant drug which can keep you 
awake and can stay in your body for up to eight hours 
(sometimes even longer) after your last drink of tea or 
coffee. It can also increase feelings of anxiety 

e Don't eat a lot shortly before you go to bed 

e Don’t drink a lot of alcohol - it may help you to fall 
asleep initially, but it is likely to disturb the quality of 
your sleep and you may well wake up after getting to 
sleep initially 
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e Try not to make up for lost sleep by sleeping during 
the next day or on the weekend if you have had a poor 
sleeping pattern or episode. This can make it harder to 
get to sleep the next night. 


Dealing with worries that keep you awake 

If you find that you are lying in bed worrying about some- 
thing that may happen and that is preventing you getting 
to sleep, then you may find it helpful to get out of bed, go 
to another room and try the following: 


1. Ask yourself what is the realistic likelihood of the event 
or situation that you are worrying about actually hap- 
pening. If you give it a very high percentage, then ask 
yourself what percentage other people whose judge- 
ment you trust might give to the event happening. You 
can write down these estimates and who might make 
them. You don't need to decide which is correct. 


2. Then ask yourself what is the worst that could happen 
and write down the most positive response that you 
could have to that if it did happen. 


3. Next write down one or two simple things that you can 
do to reduce the likelihood of the event or situation you 
are worrying about happening, or to reduce its impact 
if it does happen, even if only in a small way. If you 
judge that there is nothing that you can do to reduce 
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the likelihood of the event occurring, then acknowl- 
edge that the event may be beyond your control. 


4. Finally, write down in a short statement of one to four 
sentences a summary of what you have learned from 
steps 1-3 above. 


Once you have completed the exercise, try not to dwell on 
it but spend ten to twenty minutes (still in another room) 
on a distracting and relaxing activity such as watching televi- 
sion, listening to the radio or reading. Then return to bed. 
If helpful, practise a short relaxation technique before you 
get back into bed to help you unwind and relax - see below. 


Relaxation techniques 

If you are prone to negative or anxious thoughts about 
yourself then you may find it difficult to ‘switch off’. That 
can make your stress worse and also impact on your abil- 
ity to get to sleep. It can therefore be useful to learn some 
simple relaxation techniques, which you can use either 
regularly if you find it helpful to do so or else on specific 
occasions when you are feeling particularly stressed. The 
aim of the exercises is to help you switch off and to take 
your mind away from the immediate thoughts which might 
otherwise preoccupy you — so don’t use the exercises in any 
environment where for health or safety reasons you need 
to concentrate fully on another task, such as when you are 
driving or operating machinery! 
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When you get a convenient opportunity, try 
out one of the relaxation exercises below. 


Exercise A: counting backwards 

Shut your eyes and start counting backwards from a num- 
ber of your choosing. This might be 30 or 40 or whatever 
number you feel is realistic for you in the time frame you 
have allocated for the exercise. | would suggest that if you 
think you might want to use relaxation exercises as a part 
of your daily or weekly routine, then don't set yourself too 
high a number to count from if you feel that you will not be 
able to keep this up on a regular basis. It is better to build 
up gradually from a relatively low starting point than to set 
yourself a target that you are unlikely to be able to keep 
up. If you do find yourself losing impetus, then lower the 
target number. 


Count backwards in the following way: 

1. Breathe in slowly and deeply, filling your lungs (if you are 
breathing in a relaxed way from your diaphragm, ideally 
your stomach should be filling out as you breathe rather 
than your upper chest) 

2. After your in-breath has finished, breathe out in the 
same slow, relaxed, measured manner 

3. At the end of your out-breath say to yourself the num- 
ber you have reached 
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4. Once your breath has expired you will naturally begin 
to breathe in again, without having to force yourself. 
Allow this natural process to take place and repeat the 
in-breath, followed by the out-breath, followed by the 
next number down 

5. Repeat this process until you have reached zero. You 
can if you wish, then repeat the whole process again, 
starting from your target number. 


Note: If you find at any time that you lose count of where 
you are or that your concentration wanders, just draw your- 
self back into the exercise and resume counting at the last 
point you can remember. 


Exercise B: tensing your toes 

For this exercise you lie on your back and close your eyes, 

then: 

1. Focus your attention on your toes and how they feel 

2. Flex your toes upwards towards your face and count 
slowly up to five 

3. Relax your toes 

4. Count slowly up to five again. 


Repeat steps 1-4, eight to ten times. 
Exercise C: guided imagery 


For this exercise, decide how long you are going to do it 
for - perhaps five or ten minutes initially, or a bit longer if 
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you wish and have time. Once you are in the comfortable 
setting and position that you have chosen for the exercise: 


1. Shut your eyes and imagine yourself in a place or envi- 
ronment that you find enjoyable, doing something 
relaxing and pleasurable. This will vary depending on 
what you as an individual enjoy. You could, for example, 
be by a lake or the sea or in beautiful scenery, or you 
could imagine yourself socializing with good friends or 
on a journey. Whatever situation you choose, make sure 
it is a harmonious one and not connected with current 
activities or stresses. The exercise should take you into 
a relaxing world. 


2. Once you are in that relaxing world, try to imagine it in 
as much detail as you can ~ what sounds can you hear, 
what sensations are you experiencing in your body, who 
or what else is there, what is happening between your- 
self and others or the environment? 


After the time period you allowed for the session, open 


your eyes and resume your normal activities. 
aeee 


If there is a particular calm preparatory routine (e.g. putting 
on particular clothing, having a drink of water or adjust- 
ing the lighting level in the room) which you can establish 
and repeat so that you associate it with doing whichever 
relaxation exercise(s) you choose, then this can also help to 
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engender the relaxation. On the other hand, avoid ingest- 
ing substances which might alter your mood or create 
health risks as part of the routine, except under medical 
advice, as these may have detrimental effects (for example, 
caffeine, alcohol, tobacco or other drugs). 


Key ideas from chapter 3 
From the information in this chapter on look- 
es ing after yourself | would particularly stress the 
following: 


e If you have low self-esteem you may pay insufficient 
attention to your own physical and mental health, so it 
is important consciously to look after yourself 


e Make sure that you do some relaxing (but healthy) 
activities for yourself each week 


e Set yourself achievable goals and give yourself credit if 
you are successful in achieving them 


e Do some regular moderate exercise 


e If you are not feeling great about yourself, be wary 
of drinking alcohol to help you feel better or to try to 
relieve your stress or anxiety 


e Try using some simple relaxation exercises if you have 
difficulty sleeping and cut down on caffeine use. 
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4. Understand yourself 


‘| could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a king of 
infinite space were it not that | have bad dreams.’'—Hamlet 
—William Shakespeare (Hamlet, Act Il, Scene ii) 


Identifying personal causes of low self-esteem 
| recently received an email from someone interested in 
learning techniques for dealing with low self-esteem. The 
email is reproduced below (suitably adapted to avoid 
any prospect of identification). It highlights some notable 
background experiences of a person suffering from low 
self-esteem: 


‘| have a good job and am in a good situation, but | 
often think about things from my past and events where 
people were putting me down. | am the youngest of 
three children and when | was younger | always felt 
that people didn’t take me seriously. | guess my par- 
ents didn’t help because they were always nagging me, 
as parents often do, about one thing or another. My 
school was very academic and | am not very organized 
so people assumed | was not very clever. However, | 
did obtain a degree and professional qualifications and 
now | am quite successful, working in my dream job in 
a place | want to be, but | still have problems with self- 
esteem and confidence, which are affecting my day- 
to-day happiness. | was also bullied by my father when 


126 


| was younger. We get on better now but | still feel 
angry about it. | think my brother and sister may feel 
the same way but we are not good about talking about 
feelings so | am not sure.’ 


The first point | would like to make about this email is that 
it shows (just in case anyone doubted it) that you can be in 
many respects capable and successful and still experience 
low self-esteem. 

It is also clear from the email that the person who wrote 
it had a good degree of understanding of the possible 
causes of their low self-esteem and had already identified 
a number of them: 


e Repeated experience of being put down 

e Possible experience from being treated in a particular 
way within a family framework (in this case as a younger 
child) 

e Criticism or ‘nagging’ from parents 

e Negative messages from a school environment 

e Bullying from a parental figure. 


You will also probably have observed that notwithstanding 
their understanding of why they had developed low self- 
esteem, the person writing the email was still experienc- 
ing problems with it when they wrote. This is not surprising 
and certainly not something that the individual should be 
blamed for — if you have experiences that have a strong or 
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persistent effect on you, they can live with you for a long 
time. What this does suggest however is that understand- 
ing why you have low self-esteem in itself may not be suffi- 
cient to help you deal with your low self-esteem effectively. 
A twofold approach is required: 


1. Understanding why you have low self-esteem. This 
is often not rocket science but involves aspects of or 
events in your background or upbringing which you are 
aware of 


and 


2. Learning ways of dealing with your low self-esteem or 
improving it. 


Therefore this chapter covers not just understanding the 
reasons for your low self-esteem, but also some construc- 
tive ways of responding to that understanding. 


Possible causes of low self-esteem 

As indicated in chapter 1 of this book, self-esteem is a part 
of your self-image and the way you look at and think about 
yourself. 

Your self-image develops during childhood and is 
the combination of your own natural personality features 
together with the messages and influences you receive 
from those around you about how you should act and 
feel about yourself. Research suggests that the parenting 
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style of your parents can play a significant role in your self- 
esteem as well as genetic factors. Other experiences such 
as being sexually or physically abused can, not surprisingly, 
also impact negatively on your self-esteem. 

Below are some of the kinds of parenting or child- 
hood experiences that may affect a person's self-esteem 
adversely: 


e Parents who have unrealistic, high expectations of what 
their children should and can achieve (this and the other 
comments below relating to parenting apply equally 
to a child's primary care giver, even if they are not the 
child’s biological parent) 


e Parents who, whether for good or not-so-good rea- 
sons, apply excessive criticism, negative comparisons 
or labels to their children 


e Parents who find it difficult to give appropriate warmth, 
love and acceptance to their children 


èe Parents who are too preoccupied with their own issues 
and concerns to be able to pay sufficient attention to 
the needs of their children 


e Parents who themselves have low self-esteem and 
whose behaviour the child copies (usually unconsciously) 


e Experience of abuse (emotional, psychological, sexual, 
physical, or through neglect) 
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e Rejection or factors similar to the above experienced 
at the hands of other children or from adults who play 
a part in the person’s development (e.g. teachers or 
relatives). 


It is important to realize however that not all individuals are 
affected in the same way. Just because any of the features 
described above were present in your childhood it doesn’t 
follow that you will automatically develop low self-esteem 
and of course there may be other individual factors relevant 
to you personally that you can identify as causes or con- 
tributory factors for your own low or high self-esteem. 

It is also possible to develop low self-esteem as an 
adult. If, for example, you experience a traumatic event or 
if you perform an action about which you subsequently feel 
guilty or ashamed. 


Societal expectations and discrimination 

Media messages and societal expectations or prejudices 
about your gender, race, sexual orientation, culture, physi- 
cal disability, mental health or other features can also play a 
part in giving or reinforcing a negative self-image. However, 
some of the research that has been done has suggested 
that the correlations are not as high as you might expect 
and don’t always work in an obvious way. For example, 
some research suggests that black Americans, despite 
being discriminated against, may have higher self-esteem 
than their white counterparts on average, although some 
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other racial minority groups such as people with origins in 
Hispanic countries on average appear to have lower self- 
esteem in research. 


Gender differences and self-esteem 

Research suggests that on average females have slightly 
lower self-esteem than males, particularly in the late teens, 
but that the difference is not large. There is some evidence 
to suggest that when women report their experiences in 
relation to self-esteem they tend to focus more on whether 
or not other people accept or reject them than men do and 
that men tend to focus more than women on experiences 
of success and failure (this is discussed further below). It 
is worth remembering however that these statistical differ- 
ences will not apply to everyone: there are plenty of women 
and men who would not fit in a simple way into the gender 
label implied by this distinction. 


Aspirations relative to a particular group 

As indicated above, the common thought that discrimina- 
tion is likely to cause lower self-esteem is not evidenced in 
a straightforward way by research. In his book Self-Esteem: 
Research, Theory and Practice, Chris Mruk suggests that 
one of a number of possible explanations of this, at least 
in relation to racial, ethnic or economic groups, is that if 
you meet the aspirations that are deemed worthy by those 
within the culture or subculture that you identify with, then 
your self-esteem can be high irrespective of whether or not 
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you are discriminated against by society at large. On this 
basis, for example, a well-respected figure within a particu- 
lar ethnic minority community might have reasonable self- 
esteem because of their standing within their community 
even if they face discrimination from people outside that 
community. Similarly, a person who is born deaf may face 
discrimination from outside the deaf community but be 
well respected within the deaf community and have a high 
level of self-esteem. A person from within an economically 
disadvantaged subgroup might not place the same value 
on economic success as someone from a different back- 
ground or might have lower aspirations in relation to their 
economic standing, so their self-esteem might not suffer so 
much if they did not achieve economic success. 


Stereotypes and self-esteem 

A possible extension of this is the notion that even if dis- 
crimination in itself is not a statistically significant factor in 
your level of self-esteem, it may be a factor in the type of 
issues that affect your self-esteem. For example, as indi- 
cated above, in reporting their experiences in relation to 
self-esteem, women tend to focus more on other people's 
acceptance or rejection of them whereas men tend to focus 
more on experiences of success and failure. It seems plau- 
sible to suggest that this may relate to societal stereotypes 
— if from an early age women are encouraged to place 
particular value on relationships whereas men are encour- 
aged more to attribute value to achieving tasks, then each 
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gender’s self-esteem level may be more likely to rise and 
fall in relation to that particular stereotype. 


Sexuality and self-esteem 

In terms of sexuality, the situation may be different from 
that of gender, culture or race because of the fact that your 
sexuality is not always as visible as your gender, culture or 
race unless you choose to make it known. People usually 
are brought up within a culture of which they are part and 
have close relationships with people of the same race and 
culture. Similarly, it is common to have a network of rela- 
tionships with people of the same gender. On the other 
hand, if you are gay or lesbian, until you make a decision to 
come out as lesbian or gay (if you decide to do so) you may 
find yourself in a situation where the majority of people 
around you are heterosexual and the frame of reference 
which you are expected to relate to is predominantly that 
of heterosexual people. 


Dealing with negative stereotypes about 
yourself 

Back in chapter 2 of this book we looked at some pos- 
sible thinking patterns that might cause difficulties for 
self-esteem (pages 79-85). Two of these were ‘Labelling 
people and situations’ and ‘“Must”, “should” and “ought” 
thoughts’. These two categories give a route to helping you 
to deal with issues relating to stereotypes that might be 
affecting your level of self-esteem. 
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Exploring labels 

Complete the exercise below to explore how 

stereotypes may have affected your own self- 

esteem negatively and to respond appropri- 
ately if they have. 


1. How would you describe yourself if you were asked to 
classify yourself in terms of the kinds of group(s) that 
you belong to? For example, you might say ‘white’ 
or ‘black’ or ‘Asian’ or ‘a gay man’ or ‘a working-class 
woman’ or any combination of these or a different clas- 
sification altogether — use the classification which seems 
most natural to you. 


2. What views did the influential people in your life when 
you were a child or teenager give you about the label/ 
group you have given as your answer to 1 and about 
how people within that group should act or behave? 
Write those views down (whether positive or negative) 
and whose views they were (father, mother, teacher, 
etc.). For each of the negative views, create a balanc- 
ing thought to counter it or put it in perspective (you 
can use any of the techniques described in chapter 2 to 
help with this) and write that down. 


3. What views did the influential people in your life when 
you were a child or teenager have about the worth of 
people within the group you have given as your answer 
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to 1? Write those views down (whether positive or 
negative) and whose views they were (father, mother, 
teacher, etc.). For each of the negative views, create a 
balancing thought to counter it or put it in perspective 
(again, you can use any of the techniques described in 
chapter 2 to help with this) and write that down. 


Note: If you find it difficult to come up with answers to the 
above questions, then you can alternatively try to identify 
limiting beliefs about yourself or who you should be via any 
of the techniques described in chapter 1 (pages 41-5). You 
may find that some of those limiting beliefs have a compo- 
nent that relates to how someone of your gender/culture/ 
race/sexuality should or should not behave. You can adapt 
the questions above to explore how you might have come 
to hold those limiting beliefs. 


faa Max: exploring labels 
Max completes the exercise above and comes 
up with the following answers: 

1. How would you describe yourself if you were asked to 


classify yourself in terms of the kinds of group(s) that 
you belong to? 


Max: ‘I am a gay, upper-class man from a privileged 
background.’ 
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2. What views did the influential people in your life when 


you were a child or teenager give you about the label/ 
group you have given as your answer to 1 and about 
how people within that group should act or behave? 
Write those views down (whether positive or negative) 
and whose views they were (father, mother, teacher, 
etc.). For each of the negative views, create a balancing 
thought to counter it or put it in perspective and write 
that down. 


Max's analysis: 
View: ‘Gay men should keep their sexual tenden- 
cies to themselves.’ 
Person who held that view: Father 
Balancing thought: ‘It is natural for me to be gay. 
| can decide how | want to express that or not as | 
feel appropriate. My father held his views because 
of his own background and ignorance. | don’t agree 
with them.’ 


View: ‘If you have privilege you should make a suc- 
cess of yourself.’ 

Person who held that view: Father, teachers 
Balancing thought: ‘| can set personal objectives 
relating to what is important to me. If there is an area 
where | want to be successful | will try to achieve 
success but | accept that | may not succeed.’ 
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View: ‘You are an interesting individual whatever 
your sexuality or class.’ 

Person who held that view: Mother 

Balancing thought: N/A (no need for a balancing 
thought as the view isn't negative) 


3. What views did the influential people in your life when 


you were a child or teenager have about the worth of 
people within the group you have given as your answer 
to 1? Write those views down (whether positive or 
negative) and whose views they were (father, mother, 
teacher, etc.). For each of the negative views, create a 
balancing thought to counter it or put it in perspective 
and write that down. 


Max's analysis: 
View: ‘Gay men are embarrassing to others.’ 
Person who held that view: Father 
Balancing thought: ‘I am sorry that my father holds 
that view but it says more about him than about me. 
| am a lively affectionate person. | have some faults 
but who doesn’t!’ 


View: ‘Gay people often have an interesting per- 
spective to communicate.’ 

Person who held that view: Mother 

Balancing thought: N/A (no need for a balancing 
thought as the view isn't negative) 
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TOE Another way to challenge a negative stereotype 


NXN about how you should be or behave as a person 

3 falling within a particular category of people is 
to think of alternative possible beliefs about the group 
which are more positive or less dogmatic. Explore those 
possible alternatives in a way similar to the way in which 
you might explore alternatives to limiting beliefs about 


yourself (see chapter 1, pages 47-52). 


The background to your own self-esteem 

Some of the principles above applying to stereotypes and 
labels can also be extended or adapted to apply to nega- 
tive messages you receive from others about yourself which 
may not fall into any general classifications such as gender, 
race or sexuality but which nonetheless have a negative 
impact on you. 

The possible causes of low levels of self-esteem men- 
tioned earlier in this chapter are precisely that: possible 
causes. Similarly, the possible classifications of groups men- 
tioned in the preceding pages are possible classifications, 
not the only ones. You are most likely to be able to recog- 
nize the reasons for your own level of self-esteem (whether 
it is high or low) from your memories of previous experi- 
ences and the messages that consciously or unconsciously, 
rightly or wrongly, were transmitted to you from them. 

Beliefs don’t grow on trees. They are learned from 
experience and from the messages you are given by others. 
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If you are continually told by someone important to you 
that you lack certain qualities or have certain negative char- 
acteristics, or that you will not achieve very much, or that 
you should not do certain things, then you may start to 
believe those things. 

Conversely, if those close to you give you positive mes- 
sages, telling you for example that you are worthwhile, you 
are loved, you are entitled to have opinions, then these are 
likely to be helpful to your self-esteem. 


Identifying negative and positive messages 

from past experience 

Answer the questions below to reflect on influ- 

ences or situations in childhood or adulthood 
which resulted in you being given negative or positive mes- 
sages about yourself, which may have contributed to your 
current level of self-esteem. 


Note: If you have experienced traumatic abusive experi- 
ences in your life and are concerned that answering the 
questions (or any others in this book) may bring back dis- 
tressing or hurtful memories of an extreme nature, then 
you may want to skip this particular exercise or else do it 
an environment where there is someone who can provide 
appropriate support to you if needed. 


Childhood: Who were the most important people for you 
in your childhood (parents, siblings, teachers, friends, etc.)? 
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What were the environments, situations or experiences that 
had most influence on how you developed (home, school, 
etc.)? 


(a) First, write down below any positive messages about 
you and your potential that you gained from these 
important people, environments or situations. 


(b) Next, write down any negative messages about you 
and your potential that you gained from these impor- 
tant people, environments or situations. 


(c) Do any of those negative messages still influence your 
behaviour and thoughts today? If so, create balancing 
thoughts for them or use some of the techniques from 
later on in this chapter. 


Adulthood: Who have been the most important people in 
your adult life and what have been the situations or experi- 
ences that have influenced you most as an adult? 


(a) First, write down below any positive messages about 
you and your potential that you have gained from these 
important people and situations? 


(b) Next, write down any negative messages about you 
and your potential that you have gained from these 
important people and situations. 


(c) Do any of those negative messages still influence your 
behaviour and thoughts today? If so, create balancing 
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thoughts for them or use some of the techniques from 
later on in this chapter. 


Dealing with negative messages from 

your past 

If doing the above exercise reveals some negative mes- 
sages from your past that are still haunting you, then you 
now have a simple explanation of some of the potential 
causes of your low self-esteem, which you can use to help 
you move forward. The way to do this when you catch your- 
self thinking that negative message about yourself is to 
remind yourself of the origin of it and then create a balanc- 
ing thought to evaluate that negative message in a more 
constructive way and remind yourself of that balancing 
thought at appropriate times. An example is given in the 
case study below. 


from the past 
Christine is a successful professional in her early 
thirties with a number of good, close friends and 
a variety of interests, but she frequently puts 
herself down and finds it difficult to see worth in things that 
she does, although her opinions are highly valued by others 
and her friends see her as a warm and generous person. 
Christine completes the exercise above, identifying 
messages from her past experience. It crystallizes for her 


ta Christine: dealing with negative messages 
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that one of the likely explanations of her feelings of worth- 
lessness and of not being good enough is that when she 
was young her parents seldom complimented her and 
often criticized her. 

Christine uses the technique of asking herself what she 
might say to a friend in her situation (page 75) to create a 
balancing thought that she can remind herself of when she 
has that feeling of not being good enough, to help put the 
negative message in context. Her balancing thought refers 
to the explanation and then counters it in a simple way, 
saying: 


‘It is understandable that you might think of yourself as 
not being good enough because of the negative mes- 
sages that you received from your parents when you 
were younger. In fact, you are highly valued by your 
friends and successful in your work.’ 


Christine finds that repeating the statement to herself at 
appropriate times takes the edge off the stress that she 
feels when she is being self-critical. 


Acknowledging your low self-esteem 

There is often a paradox in relation to negative thoughts 
and low self-esteem that the more you try to fight against it, 
the worse it can get or the harder it can seem. As Christine's 
example shows, part of the secret of dealing with low self- 
esteem is to take it in your stride if you can — rather than try 
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to fight it or deny it in a confrontational way. It is more likely 
to help you if you can acknowledge it, explain it in simple 
terms and then make a practical comment that puts it in 
perspective or addresses the distorted thinking patterns 
that are involved in your negative thoughts about yourself. 
self-esteem - it is not a crime! Your self-esteem 

use is more likely to improve or at least to create 
fewer problems for you if you acknowledge it and the 
experiences that have created it in a non-judgemental way. 
That doesn’t mean you do nothing about it, it just means 


you don’t need to punish yourself further for having low 
self-esteem! 


Plenty of able and lovable people have low 


Putting low self-esteem in context 

It is important to realize that self-esteem is only one aspect 
of you! This chapter is entitled Understand Yourself and 
while understanding where your self-esteem (or low self- 
esteem) originates from is part of that process of under- 
standing yourself, it is not the whole process. If you can 
build up a picture of you and your values and characteristics 
which is broader than just seeing yourself in terms of self- 
esteem then this can help you to develop your potential in 
a healthy way. 
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Building up a picture of yourself - five steps 

There are many ways of helping you to build 

a more rounded picture of yourself, your val- 

ues and your aspirations. Here is a five-step 
process that you can follow to start building up that more 
complex picture. 


Step 1: Identify some characteristics and values that 
are important to you 


(a) Read through the list below of some characteristics that 
people value, then write down up to five of the listed 
values and characteristics that you would most like to 
demonstrate and embody in the way that you live (not 
necessarily in order of priority). The list is only a guide- 
line. If you can think of something which is not on the 
list or if you would like to use a different word for what 
is listed then feel free to do so. 


List of possible positive characteristics and values 
Appreciation of others - Artistic ability - Awareness of 
environment - Assertiveness - Balance - Being part of 

a community - Being in a team - Capacity to change 
and develop : Chilling out - Collaborating with others 
- Connecting with people - Creativity - Excitement 
- Financial management - Family commitment - 
Freedom - Friendship - Fun - Generosity - Helping 
others - Honesty - Honour - Humour - Independence 
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- Individuality - Intelligence - Integrity - Intimacy 
- Kindness - Learning from experience - Looking 
after myself - Love - Musical ability - Networking 
- Not taking myself too seriously - Organizational 
skills - Physical health - Physical fitness - Relaxed 
approach and attitude - Reliability - Religious lifestyle 
- Risk-taking - Self-awareness - Self-expression - 
Sensuality - Sexuality - Sharing - Solitude - Social 
conscience - Standing up for rights - Spirituality - 
Stability - Success - Understanding 


(b) Write down for yourself an example of a situation, 
event or incident in your life in which you feel you dem- 
onstrated one or more of your selected values or char- 
acteristics, describing what happened and which of the 
values or characteristics it demonstrated. 


Step 2: What kind of person do you want to be? 


(a) How do you think you currently come across to people? 


Insert your own name at the beginning of the below 
sentence, then complete the rest of the sentence 
quickly, imagining how others might describe you: 


Tee eee eee eee eee 
Pewe Se Cu cee SER EOTERD ESSE OS EHEEEE OOP EESSCCOONECEEHD HSE SSH ROSSA LOTT EDO SHS 


Terre eee ee errr e eee eee ee) 
wie cove creas naasd dese eecaseseceeseseeeeewennseserrepeseoacorsesnsel 
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(b) How did you used to come across to people? 


Would people have given the same answer to the above 
question about you if asked it two to three years ago (or 
some other significant period in the past)? If the answer 
would have been different, indicate what it might have 
been at that time by completing the sentence below, 
again inserting your own name at the beginning of the 
sentence: 


ee eee eee eee eee ee eee eee eee eee eee eee ee ee eee eee eee eee eee eee ee 


eee CCPC P eee eee ee eee eee ee eee ee 
eee eee eee eee eee eee eee eee eee eee eee! 


(c) What kind of person do you want to be? 


Now think about the type of person that you would like 
to be - this may be similar to one of the above state- 
ments or on the other hand it may be something com- 
pletely different! Complete the sentence below: 


Bee eee eee ee eee 
ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee eer 


ee eee ee ee eee ee ee ee 


Step 3: Create an epitaph for yourself! 

Imagine that someone is writing your epitaph. What would 
you like them to write? Write the epitaph down, keeping it 
succinct (say, one or two sentences). | hope that this epitaph 
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won't be needed for a long time, but thinking about it can 
help you to identify what is important to you! 


Step 4: Remind yourself of your affirmations 
Now look back to chapter 1 and read through the affirma- 
tions that you created about yourself (page 27). 


Step 5: Create a character description of yourself 

Finally, look back through the previous steps and try to 
create a character description of yourself which gives a 
rounded picture of you that you can remind yourself of 
when you have a tendency to see yourself in a narrow way. 
Your character description may just be one paragraph or it 
may be several paragraphs. Try to write it in a constructive, 
positive way so that it is a recognition of your values, aspira- 
tions and identity. Write it in the third person, at least in the 
first instance, imagining that you are a friendly third party 
looking at yourself and giving an honest but constructive 


account. 
ee 


When you create your character description in this way it 
is important that in the first instance you write it from the 
viewpoint of a friendly third party. If any of your thoughts 
about the kind of person you want to be (step 2c above) 
are driven by a wish to be what you think others would 
want you to be or what you ought to be, then using the 
viewpoint of a friendly third party to create your character 
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description can help you to see that you are placing unrea- 
sonable or perfectionist demands on yourself. 


Doug: creating a character description 

Doug works as an actuary, a job which has helped 
him to earn a reasonable income and support a 
family. In working hard to help support his fam- 
ily, he has sacrificed some personal interests that 
he might have liked to explore if he had time — particularly 
painting, which he was good at when he was younger. When 
his marriage breaks up he starts to feel disillusionment with 
what he has done with his life and his self-esteem takes a 
knock. He uses the five-step process described above to 
build up a more complex picture of himself and produces 
the following personal statement: 


Doug is the type of man who doesn’t suffer fools gladly 
but he has an honest heart and is committed to doing 
the best for his family. When he dies, he would like to 
be remembered as someone who enjoyed work and life 
to the full and added value to the lives of others. He 
has a creative streak which hasn't yet found full expres- 
sion. He is caring and generous. He is independent and 
travelled a lot when he was younger. He regrets that 
some relationships haven't worked out as well as he 
would have liked but values the important relationships 
that he does have. He would like to live a simpler life, 
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less cluttered and less money-focused, and to develop 
some of his personal interests more when he gets the 
opportunity. 


The point of doing the character description exercise is to 
build up a fuller picture of yourself, to help you to see that 
although your self-esteem is a part of you it is not the whole 
of you. If you think of your life as a journey then it is a journey 
that is not yet finished. If you suffer from low self-esteem, 
that can lead you to believe that you are stuck in a certain 
place on that journey. Doing the character description and 
the exercises related to it can help you to move forward in 
that journey as you see yourself in a wider and fuller way 
and start to build some aspirations from the wider picture 
of yourself, your values and your wishes. 


Once you have created your character descrip- 
tion and its related exercises, ask yourself if 
there are any particular aspirations which you 
want to work towards in the next six months, 
bearing in mind what you have identified about yourself in 
terms of your values and characteristics and how you see 
yourself. Set yourself at least one reasonably achievable 
action that you can commit to do or start doing within a 
specific time frame to help you start moving towards any of 
the aspirations you identify. In Doug's case, having identi- 
fied in his character description that he wants to develop 
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some of his personal interests, he might for example set 
himself the action of doing a painting within a specified 
time that seems reasonable for him, or joining an evening 
class to pursue that interest. 


The payoffs of low self-esteem 

Part of the process of understanding yourself in relation to 
self-esteem also involves understanding what payoffs you 
may be getting - or think that you are getting — from having 
low self-esteem. From the outside looking at someone with 
low self-esteem it is often easy to identify potential benefits 
that would ensue for them if they were to increase their 
self-esteem (for example, in chapter 1 | listed some advan- 
tages of having a reasonable level of self-esteem compared 
to having a low level of self-esteem (page 13), such as feel- 
ing better about yourself and being able to engage in rela- 
tionships more constructively). However, if you are a person 
who has low self-esteem there may be perceived payoffs 
from having low self-esteem which are actually holding 
you back from doing things that might improve your self- 
esteem. Consider the case study below: 


Siobhan: perceived payoffs of low 
self-esteem 

Siobhan works as a social worker in a team. She 
is a very experienced member of the team. She 
has a good awareness of professional issues and 
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is well respected by her colleagues. When a post of Senior 
Practitioner becomes vacant in the team, she is interested 
in applying for it, but a voice in her head keeps telling her 
she is not good enough and she hesitates. One of her col- 
leagues encourages her to go for the job and she explains 
that she doesn’t think she is good enough. The colleague 
counters this by giving examples and evidence to support 
her view that Siobhan is competent and capable of fulfill- 
ing the Senior Practitioner role. Siobhan then explains that 
there are a number of worries she has about what might 
happen if she went for the role: 


e She might not get the role and would then be 
disappointed 


e Other members of the team might think she was arro- 
gant in going for the job 


e She might get the job and then find it too hard or make 
a fool of herself. 


In this example, there is a perceived payoff for Siobhan in 
having low self-esteem in that it protects her from taking 
risks which might result in shame or stress. Another related 
payoff of having low self-esteem for her is that she doesn’t 
have to contemplate changes that might upset her equilib- 
rium. She knows what it is like to have low self-esteem, but 
she is not sure that having higher self-esteem will be better 
for her. Maybe it will turn her into a different person from 


151 


what she is now, she thinks, and she is not sure if she wants 
that or how her friends will react. 

It is important that you identify any perceived payoffs 
that there may be for you in having low self-esteem. For 
each perceived payoff, reflect on whether there is a counter 
argument. Siobhan's list of perceived payoffs and the coun- 
ter arguments for each might look like this: 


Payoff of having low self-esteem: | don't need to take 
risks which might turn out badly. 


Counter argument: If | don’t take any risks then | miss 
out on a lot of potential benefits. It's better to assess 
how serious the risks are and whether the potential 
benefits outweigh them rather than to risk nothing. 


Payoff of having low self-esteem: Low self-esteem is 
part of my identity — if | change, | may lose the essence 
of me and my friends may desert me! 


Counter argument: So long as | don’t become arrogant, 
having better self-esteem will help me to develop my 
potential. At the moment my low self-esteem is restrict- 
ing me from doing that. My good friends will be pleased 
for me if | develop my potential. 


If you have low self-esteem, then consider and 
list the possible payoffs of low self-esteem for 
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you, then write down the counter arguments against each 
payoff, as in the example above. 


Dealing with fear of what people might think 
of you 

If your low self-esteem is linked to a fear of making a fool 
of yourself or of offending people then you may find that 
using a ‘graded exposure’ approach helps you to overcome 
that fear: 


Graded exposure is where you try out the 
behaviour you are avoiding or are fearful about in 
gradual steps, gradually building up the steps if 
you meet with some initial success. This approach 
is consistent with the techniques and exercises 
recommended by Aaron Beck for dealing with anxiety, for 
example, in his book Anxiety Disorders and Phobias. 


A typical example of someone using a graded exposure 
approach would be a situation where you are worried about 
meeting people because of what they might think of you. 
It can be helpful to list aspects of your behaviour that you 
know relate to avoiding risks and then write down alter- 
native behaviours you can try out. Such a list might look 
something like this: 
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Risk-averse behaviour. Making an excuse not to go to 
meet a group of people | don't know because | worry 
about what they will think of me. 


Alternative behaviour to try out: Choose to go to meet 
the group for a short period of time rather than not at 
all. 


Risk-averse behaviour. Avoiding eye contact with 
people. 


Alternative behaviour to try out: Consciously make eye 
contact with at least two different people in a social 
gathering. 


Risk-averse behaviour: Staying silent when | am in a 
group of people | don’t know. 

Alternative behaviour to try out: Choose to say some- 
thing to at least one person in the group before | leave. 
Risk-averse behaviour. Making a false excuse and leav- 
ing a gathering early. 

Alternative behaviour to try out: Decide not to leave 


until at least two others have left the gathering. 


In line with the graded exposure idea, you may find it help- 
ful to order your suggested alternative behaviours and try 
out the least difficult first. 
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If you think that avoiding taking risks is part of 

your low self-esteem then create a list like the 

one above identifying risk-averse behaviours 

you have a tendency towards and specifying 
alternatives. Choose the least difficult alternative to try out 
first and see if the results are as you anticipated. 


Mindfulness practice for self-awareness 

One approach to self-awareness that can be helpful to 
people who are struggling with self-esteem issues or nega- 
tive thoughts is the practice of mindfulness. This is a mod- 
ern expansion of the Hindu and Buddhist traditions of 
meditation. Mindfulness is about: 


e Calming your mind 
e Focusing on the present moment 
e Achieving greater stillness, tranquillity and contentment. 


In the second half of the 20th century the Vietnamese 
Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh wrote a series of popu- 
lar books, including the bestselling book The Miracle of 
Mindfulness, which brought to a Western audience many of 
the principles of Zen Buddhism and simple meditation prac- 
tices. Others such as Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn at the University of 
Massachusetts Medical School have used mindfulness tech- 
niques to treat people who are chronically ill or experienc- 
ing stressful thoughts. 
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The practice of mindfulness can be highly relevant to 
self-esteem issues because of the stream of unchecked 
negative thoughts that may well run through your head if 
you experience low self-esteem. There are two aspects to 
practising mindfulness: 


e Basic meditation practice 
e Mindfulness in your daily life. 


Basic meditation practice: Meditation may sound daunt- 
ing but in its simplest form it is about helping your mind to 
focus and be still. This is particularly relevant to self-esteem 
issues where you may find that your mind is preoccupied 
by anxieties or self-critical thoughts. One possible way of 
practising meditation is as follows: 


1. Allocate a period of time one day when you are going 
to try out meditation - perhaps ten or twenty minutes, 
although it could be as short as five minutes. If possible, 
find a quiet place where you will be better able to focus 
without distractions. 


2. Sit or kneel with your back straight and relax your shoul- 
ders (if your health or physique prevents you adopting 
this posture then find an alternative posture that is 
comfortable for you). 


3. Close your eyes. 
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4. Breathe slowly and seek if possible to breathe from your 
diaphragm (in which case your stomach will rise and fall 
as you breathe) rather than your upper chest area — you 
can place a hand on your stomach if you wish, to feel it 
rise and fall. 


5. Count each breath — for your first breath count ‘one’ in 
your mind as you breathe in, then ‘one’ again as you 
breathe out. For your second breath count ‘two’ in your 
mind as you breathe in and then ‘two’ again as you 
breathe out. Continue through to ten, then start again 
on one. 


6. Continue this for the set period you have decided on. 


7. During the process focus your attention on the count- 
ing. It is likely that you will find your mind wandering 
into thoughts on other things — if and when that hap- 
pens, just try to draw it back gently to focus on your 
counting. Try not to criticize yourself if your mind wan- 
ders (it is natural), just try to refocus on your counting. 


8. At the end of your allotted time period gently finish 
your meditation, opening your eyes and looking around 
you to reorient yourself. If you can, carry any feelings 
of calm through into your next activity and the rest of 
the day. 


Meditation can help you to detach yourself from the 
oppressive burden of stressful thoughts and to cope with 
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them better. It has most beneficial effects if you practise it 
regularly. The above suggested instructions encourage you 
to set aside time for meditation but you can also practise 
observing your breathing in a similar way in other situations 
where you are aware that you are experiencing stressful or 
negative thoughts. 


Mindfulness in your daily life: If you find that meditation 
practice is helpful for you, you may also discover that apply- 
ing the general principle of taking your time can help you 
to be able to cope better with the rush of life or the nega- 
tive energy of self-critical thoughts. Focus on the tasks at 
hand and gently draw your mind back to a task without 
judging yourself if your thoughts stray. 

Many of us get into a routine of feeling that we have to 
rush about or achieve certain results. If this applies to you 
then you may find that sometimes taking things a bit more 
slowly and focusing on an activity without feeling that you 
have to achieve particular results helps you to relax and 
takes away some of the inner stresses created by anxious, 
critical or negative thoughts. In The Miracle of Mindfulness 
Thich Nhat Hanh gives an example of someone washing 
the dishes in a hurry to try and get it done as quickly as 
possible and contrasts it with the mindful way of washing 
the dishes (which he prefers), which involves focusing on 
what you are doing and on your breath and experiences 
and taking your time. He also suggests that you set aside 
one day a week as a day of mindfulness, when you aim 
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to take things slowly and focus on each task in a relaxed, 
mindful way. 


Commit to trying out the simple meditation 

practice outlined above at a specific time this 

week and/or set aside a day for mindfulness. 

Afterwards reflect on how you felt during and 
after the experience and consider whether it might be 
something you want to do regularly. 


Very few people (if any) meditate perfectly — it 
is a discipline that takes time to learn. Don't be 
hard on yourself if your mind wanders while 
meditating — just try to draw yourself back to the focus of 


your meditation. 


Creating a self-esteem journal . 
If the idea of meditating or practising mindfulness doesn't 
appeal to you and you would prefer a different approach, 
then an alternative way of getting in touch with your feel- 
ings and developing self-awareness in a constructive way IS 
to create a self-esteem journal. 

Keeping a journal of this nature involves: 


e Keeping personal notes of reflections and activities 
e Expressing your thoughts and feelings in the journal 
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e Following a chosen structure or method in your journal 
e Treating your journal as a special record of your own. 


The above features are important. The type of journal | 

am talking about is not just a random outpouring of your 

thoughts or feelings (which may be helpful as a release but 

can also become unproductive); it is a document which 

helps you to: 

e Become more self-aware and identify problematic pat- 
terns that you may be repeating and/or helpful patterns 

e Address problematic patterns 

¢ Treat yourself with respect 

e Make positive changes. 


Using a journal to tackle negative inner voices 
You can use a journal to replace negative inner voices in 
your mind with more nurturing voices to help build up a 
healthier, more positive picture of yourself if you are prone 
to seeing yourself in a negative way. Here is how you might 
do this: 


Step 1: Get yourself a notebook, file or other record- 
keeping system which you are going to use as your per- 
sonal journal. Keep it somewhere safe and secure as it is 
your private document. Commit to making journal entries 
for two weeks on a regular basis — for example, you might 
commit to writing ten to fifteen minutes every day, ideally 
at a regular time. 
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Step 2: Start writing the journal on a daily basis. In the first 
instance just write about what you are thinking and feel- 
ing at the time - express your concerns, wishes, feelings, 
thoughts and reflections. You can even write down your 
reflections on the fact that you are writing a diary if you 
want or if you get stuck! Write the journal in the first person 
(‘I feel ...', ‘I think ..."). As you write you can reflect on: 


e Any immediate concerns 
e Things that are going well for you or hopes 


e Things that are not going well for you or frustrations 
and anxieties 


e Any apparent patterns in your life, positive or negative, 
or things that you want to change 


e How you act in certain situations and how you think and 
feel 


e Any achievements or positives in the day. 


Step 3: After a week, look back at your journal and if there 
are a number of self-critical or negative statements in the 
journal, try to identify the characteristics of the negative 


statements: 


e ls there a pattern to the kind of negative statements 
that come up? 
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e What is the nature of the critical voice or voices — does 
it have a particular tone? Does it seem male or female? 
Do you associate it with any voices from your past or 
your present? When do you think you might first have 
heard that kind of statement about you, who might 
have made it and in what setting? 


Step 4: Commit to challenging and replacing the negative 
voices next week when you write your journal. You can chal- 
lenge negative voices each time you write down a negative 
thought or criticism in your journal by: 


e Imagining what you would say to a best friend who was 
expressing that negative thought and writing down that 
response in your diary next to the self-critical or nega- 
tive thought or 


e If you have identified the negative voice as being that 
of someone you know, ask yourself what issues or rea- 
sons they may have prompting them to speak like that 
and record that in your journal 


e Recording in the journal any evidence which suggests 
that the negative voice is inaccurate or too extreme. 


You can replace negative or self-critical reflections in your 
self-esteem journal by: 


* Remembering someone past or present who is support- 
ive to you, imagining them being with you and writing 
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down in your journal positive comments that they might 
make in response to the negative statement 


e Imagining yourself in the role of a loving supportive 
parent to yourself and in that role writing down what 
you would say in response to the negative comment. 


Step 5: If you find the process you have followed in step 4 
helpful then continue it each week for as long as you find 
it helpful. 


If you think that using a journal might be useful 
for you then try completing a self-esteem jour- 
nal for the next two weeks following the steps 
described above. 


You can find similar and additional ideas for creating help- 
ful self-esteem journals in different ways in Alison Waines' 
book The Self-Esteem Journal (2004). 


Key ideas from chapter 4 
“oc Some of the key ideas to remember from 


chapter 4 are: 


e Certain parenting styles can contribute to a child's low 
self-esteem 
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Experiences of abuse, neglect or rejection can lead to 
low self-esteem 


Correlations between levels of self-esteem and issues 
of discrimination are not clear cut 


Societal, cultural or gender-related expectations and 
other stereotypes may contribute to the types of issues 
that affect your self-esteem most 


Negative stereotypical labels that you believe about 
yourself (whatever their cause) may impact adversely 
on your self-esteem. You can use balancing thoughts to 
put them in perspective 


lf you have a negative self-image you can help to bal- 
ance it by creating a more positive and realistic charac- 
ter description of yourself 


To help you address low self-esteem it is important to 
identify any payoffs that having low self-esteem gives 
you and to challenge flawed thinking about those 
payoffs 


Mindfulness techniques or creating a self-esteem jour- 
nal can help you to deal with negative thoughts and 
feelings arising from a poor self-image. 
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5. Empower yourself 


‘The awakened sages call a person wise when 
all his undertakings are free from anxiety about results’ 
—The Bhagavad Gita 4:19 (translation by Eknath Easwaran) 


Three ways of relating to other people 

It is sometimes said that there are three basic ways in which 
you can interact with others: passively, assertively or aggres- 
sively. Empowering yourself is about acting assertively. 


Passive behaviour is a type of behaviour which is charac- 
teristic of someone seeking above all to avoid conflict. If 
this is a form of behaviour that you show then it is likely that 
whatever your own feelings, you may allow others to make 
choices and decisions for you or to take advantage of your 
goodwill. 

Looking back to the threefold classification of people's 
self-esteem and valuations of themselves that | introduced 
at the start of the first chapter of this book (1. person with 
low self-esteem; 2. person with reasonable self-esteem; 3. 
arrogant or conceited person), you may agree that pas- 
sive behaviour is most likely to be associated with low self- 
esteem. If you don’t value yourself and doubt your own 
abilities and judgements, you may have a tendency to give 
in to the views of others or to avoid contesting them or 
making decisions for yourself. 
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Assertive behaviour: Acting assertively involves being capa- 
ble of expressing your own needs, wishes and feelings clearly 
in a manner which is constructive and which allows others the 
opportunity to express their own. You can make decisions for 
yourself but you are also good at taking account of the views 
and opinions of others and acting with respect. 

Again looking back to the threefold classification of 
people's self-esteem and valuations of themselves from the 
first chapter, | would suggest that if you have a reasonable 
level of self-esteem, you are more likely to be able to act in 
an assertive way. You are not excessively worried about what 
other people think or how you look to them or whether you 
are capable but nor do you dismiss the views and feelings 
of others or overestimate your own abilities. You achieve a 
reasonable middle path to the best of your ability. 


Aggressive behaviour is at the other extreme from pas- 
sive behaviour. Someone who acts aggressively will express 
their own needs and wants freely but often without thought 
for the feelings of others and sometimes in a loud or intimi- 
dating manner. If you fall into the third category of the 
original classification relating to self-esteem in chapter 1 
(being arrogant or conceited) then you may well be prone 
to aggressive behaviour. 

Sometimes people also talk of ‘passive-aggressive’ 
behaviour, which is a kind of masked or silent aggressive- 
ness. It essentially involves being non-cooperative or non- 
compliant but not expressing your opposition in a clear 
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verbal way. A person who is ‘passive-aggressive’ may 
sometimes appear to be complying or passive, whilst actu- 
ally undermining or sabotaging another person. Acting in 
a sulky way, obstructing indirectly or creating confusion 
to avoid doing something would be examples of passive- 
aggressive behaviour. 


Assertiveness — the middle way 

In chapter 1 | suggested that the middle category of hav- 
ing a reasonable level of self-esteem was the one | would 
encourage you to aim for. Similarly, here | would suggest 
that the middle category of acting assertively is the one | 
would generally encourage you to aim for rather than either 
of the two extremes of being passive or being aggressive. 


REMEMBER, 4 person who is assertive might be described 
THISH! 

as someone who: 

e Expresses their views clearly and articulately without 
being aggressive 

e Stands up for their own and other people's rights in a 
reasonable and clear way 

e Allows other people a reasonable opportunity to 
express their opinions without allowing them to domi- 
nate a conversation 

e Has the courage to express their own feelings, even about 
difficult issues, in a way which is respectful and honest. 
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Key elements of assertiveness are: 


e Clarity 

e Reasonableness 
e Honesty 

e Respect. 


Features of assertive behaviour 
Often the following are highlighted as features of assertive 
behaviour: 


e Acknowledging when you are expressing your own 
feelings or wishes, by using personal statements, such 
as: ‘I would like it if ...’; ‘I prefer ...’; ‘I feel ...’ 


e Making it clear when you are stating an opinion or 
point of view, for example using phrases such as: ‘In my 
opinion ...'; ‘My personal view is that ...'; ‘My impres- 
sion is that ...' 


e Asking about others’ views of situations or their feel- 
ings in an open way which allows them to articulate 
their views if they want to, for example by using open 
questions such as: ‘What do you think of ...?'; “What are 
your views on ...?’; ‘How do you feel about ...?’; ‘What 
would you like ...?’ 


Non-verbal aspects of assertive behaviour 


As well as words, your actions may contribute to you behav- 
ing in a reasonable, assertive way rather than in a passive or 
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aggressive way. Non-verbal behaviour which can contribute 
to being assertive in a reasonable way include: 


e Speaking in a friendly warm tone without overdoing it 
by being condescending 


e Using friendly but not overly aggressive gestures to 
illustrate your feelings - for example, by gesturing in 
an illustrative but not threatening way with your hands 


e Looking at others where appropriate but trying not 
to invade their personal space by getting too close 
inappropriately. 


= You may find it helpful to get feedback from oth- 
= = ers as to how they experience your posture, 

= expressions or gestures so that you can reflect 
on what might be reasonable assertive behaviour in a par- 
ticular situation. If you are interacting in a cultural environ- 
ment that you are unfamiliar with, this may also include 
finding out what significance is likely to be attached to dif- 
ferent behaviours within that culture. 


The benefits of being assertive 
There are many potential benefits to being assertive, 
including: 


e Feeling better about yourself 
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¢ Feeling more confident 
¢ Being able to relax more 


e Having greater awareness of your own needs and a 
greater ability to meet them 


e Being able to create personal and professional goals 
instead of putting everyone or everything else first 


e Participating in honest, constructive relationships where 
you and others can develop understanding and respect 
and solve problems together. 


Assertiveness is not about forcing your views 
on others or dominating a conversation, nor is 
it about allowing others to dominate you. The 
first of these two extremes would usually be regarded as 
aggressive behaviour and the second would usually be 
regarded as passive. (Those types of behaviour are illus- 
trated further in the two case studies below.) 


Angie: passive behaviour 

es Angie has a low level of self-esteem. She doesn’t 
believe that she is very good at most things and 
she worries about making a fool of herself or 


annoying other people. Angie has the following 
tendencies: 
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e She quite often keeps silent when someone says some- 
thing she disagrees with or doesn’t like rather than 
expressing her opinion 


e She sometimes says that she agrees with something 
even though she doesn’t as she doesn’t want to cause a 
disturbance or create conflict 


e She quite often agrees to take on tasks or do things 
when asked even if she doesn’t really have the time. 


When Angie thinks about why she acts passively she real- 
izes that there are a number of perceived or short-term 
benefits that she is seeking from acting passively. In the 
short term, she often: 


e Avoids confrontation and argument 
e Avoids being criticized by others 


e Feels that she is acting selflessly or in the way that she 
thinks she ‘should’ do. 


When she reflects further on the perceived payoffs of act- 
ing passively, Angie realizes that actually they are only short 
term and they build up or mask other problems. She real- 
izes that: 


e Often a confrontation or argument is just postponed 
- she builds up resentment and is unable to control it 
coming out later on, or else others do not appreciate 
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what she is really feeling and subsequently are sur- 
prised and perplexed when she reacts in a different way 


Other people do not always respect her for being silent 
- sometimes she is criticized for not speaking up or not 
expressing her views 


Sometimes when she takes on too many tasks, she 
doesn't complete them and that leads to criticism from 
others and a feeling on her part that she has let them 
down 


She rarely gets the chance to do things that she wants 
— this leads to her being frequently tired, stressed and 
sometimes feeling demotivated or powerless. 


Richard: aggressive behaviour 

Richard is a high flyer in his job. However, he is 
quite arrogant. He manages a team and often 
behaves towards them in quite a domineering 
way, not taking account of their views or opinions. 


He is confident in his own judgement (sometimes overly so, 
as he is not always right). Richard has a tendency to: 


Shout or speak very loudly 
Tell people what they ought to do or must do 


Put people down or describe their behaviour as 
unacceptable 
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Frequently find faults in others 


State his own opinions as if they were facts which others 
cannot disagree with or have no right to disagree with. 


Richard acts aggressively because he believes that: 


It saves him time 
It leads to good decisions being made 


It means everyone in his team knows their role and can 
therefore perform efficiently. 


Richard shuts his eyes to possible problems from his actions. 
Members of his team tend to say the following: 


It is unpleasant working with him because he shows no 
respect for anyone 


He is opinionated and as he never listens to anyone 
else's view he sometimes gets things wrong which he 
could have got right if he had listened 


People are scared to speak to him honestly so he 
doesn’t get full information about issues that could be 
of interest and concern to him 


If he continues to act in this way there is going to be a 
high turnover of staff in his team. 


———— ae 
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People do not always fit neatly into categories. 

Although you can probably see that you have a 

tendency to fall into one of the categories of 

behaviour (passive, assertive or aggressive), you 
may also be able to find examples where you have shown one 
of the other types. Complete the exercise below to explore 
your own patterns of behaviour in relation to each type: 


Exploring your patterns of behaviour 


1. Passive behaviour: Do you have a tendency to act pas- 
sively at times? If so, think of one example of a situation 
where you acted passively. 

e What perceived payoffs did you hope to get by act- 
ing passively? 
e Were the payoffs real or just imagined? 


2. Aggressive behaviour: Do you have a tendency to act 
aggressively at times? If so, think of one example of a 
situation where you acted aggressively. 

e What perceived payoffs did you hope to get by act- 
ing aggressively? 
e Were the payoffs real or just imagined? 


3. Assertive behaviour: Think of one occasion where you 
acted reasonably assertively. 
e¢ What benefits did you get from acting assertively in 
the situation? 
e What helped you to act assertively in this situation? 
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Approaches to becoming more assertive 

This book is aimed primarily at helping people with low 
self-esteem to find ways in which they can build their self- 
esteem up to a reasonable level. The next part of this chap- 
ter describes two methods which you can use to help you 
become more assertive if you have low self-esteem linked 
to a tendency to act passively or to put yourself down in the 
way you relate to others. 


Assertiveness methods: 1. The DEAL method 
Assertiveness is primarily about the way you communicate 
with and act towards other people and how you handle 
problematic situations. The first method for helping you to 
act more assertively relates to how you can deal with the 
kind of situation where someone is doing something that is 
creating problems for you or seems unfair, and you want to 
raise it with them but are not sure how. | use the acronym 
‘DEAL’ to indicate the steps that you can take in this situa- 
tion. DEAL stands for: 


Describe the situation or behaviour that is troubling you 
Express your feelings and thoughts about it 

Ask for reasonable changes that you feel would help 
Listen and negotiate for a reasonable solution if possible. 


The DEAL method builds on four key elements of assertive 


behaviour which | mentioned near the start of this chapter 
(page 168) - clarity, reasonableness, honesty and respect. 
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In particular the approach is about reasonableness. 
Remember that it is reasonable for you to express your own 
wishes and needs in a polite but assertive way and then fol- 
low the DEAL method in doing that. Here is an example to 
show how you might use the method to discuss a difficult 
issue with someone you know: 


assertive 
Jeanine feels exhausted and resentful because 
she is doing all the childcare in her household 
and she would like her partner Simon to help out 
but she is worried about his reaction if she raises the matter. 
How could Jeanine use the DEAL acronym to help her 
raise this issue with Simon? 


ca Jeanine: using the DEAL method to be more 


Step 1: Describe the situation to the other person 

In describing the situation it usually helps to be specific and 
clear, giving an example of what you are finding to be a 
problem and trying to be accurate in what you say rather 
than using emotive or generalized language. Thus rather 
than say to Simon ‘Why do you never help me with looking 
after the children?’ which might receive a hostile reaction, 
Jeanine could for example say: 


‘I've been thinking about the arrangements for Saturday 
night and I've realized it may create some problems for 
me to look after the children then. | was hoping to go 
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out with my friend X because it’s her birthday and it 
won't be possible to if | have to stay at home with the 
children.’ 


It is important that you speak in a way that reflects your 
own natural use of language - don’t put on airs and graces! 
— but the point is to try to be clear and specific: make sure 
that you express clearly and simply what the problem is. 


Step 2: Express your feelings and thoughts about it 
Although your feelings may be obvious to you, the person 
you are speaking to will not necessarily know what they 
are unless you tell them, so try as best you can to explain 
to them how the situation is making you feel. Jeanine, for 
example, might say to Simon: 


‘| feel hurt that you haven't offered to help out in this 
situation and that | am doing most of the childcare, 
which is leaving me tired. For example, last week it was 
me who put the children to bed every night.’ 


Again, you will want to adapt the actual phrases used to fit 
your own style and vocabulary, while following the overrid- 
ing principles: 


e Usually it is best to avoid extreme or overly emotional 
language 


e Keep your statement simple and accurate 
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e xpress your feelings and indicate what is the basis for 
them 


e Take ownership of your feelings — i.e. you are acknowl- 
edging that this is how you feel, not suggesting that 
everyone would necessarily feel that way or that you 
are giving a universal truth. 


Step 3: Ask for reasonable changes that you feel would 
help 

Again, remember that the person you are talking to may 
not be able to read your mind, so if you know what you 
would like, it is helpful if you can be precise about it, e.g. 
Jeanine might specifically ask Simon: 


‘Do you think you could look after the children on 
Saturday night so that | can go out? | can take care of 
them on Friday if you want to go out then.’ 


In asking for changes, it is again important to be clear and 
direct about what you are asking while trying to be polite 
and not overpersonalizing the request with emotive critical 
descriptions of the other person. 

If there are examples when the other person has done 
what you would like them to do, then one possibility is to 
start by focusing on these, e.g. Jeanine could say: 


‘On Wednesday it really helped when you looked after 
the children for a couple of hours. If you can do a similar 
thing again | would appreciate it.’ 
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In the interests of reasonableness and balance, make it 
clear that you are not saying the other person is all bad, by 
highlighting positives as well as being clear about what you 
would like them to do differently and why. 


Step 4: Listen and negotiate a reasonable solution 
where possible 

Often the other person may have a different perspective on 
the situation. If you have not voiced your concerns before 
or have done so in an unassertive way, they may not even 
be aware of the concerns until you express them clearly. 

Alternatively, it is possible that there are reasons or 
thoughts behind their behaviour and actions which have 
not occurred to you — for example, Jeanine’s partner Simon 
may actually feel that there are a lot of tasks that he does, 
which she doesn’t help with. 

Once you have expressed your thoughts and feelings 
and what you would like, it is therefore usually important 
to check out what the other person thinks. Jeanine could 
do this for example simply by asking Simon ‘What do you 
think?’ or ‘What are your thoughts about it?’ 

Once the other person has responded, if they are not 
fully in agreement with what you have suggested then you 
can try to explore with them whether an alternative solu- 
tion is possible. In the example situation, Jeanine can try to 
explore with Simon: 
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* What is most important to her in the situation and what 
is most important to him - is it possible to meet both 
their priorities (the ideal solution)? 


e What alternatives are possible - e.g. could they get 
a babysitter for the specific instance above and then 
agree future arrangements? 


e In what ways are they both willing to compromise? 


There are certain situations in which one or both parties is 
not willing to compromise. However, if you are in a situation 
where there might be a possibility of some compromise 
then it is worth thinking about what areas you might com- 
promise on and how you can find out what the other person 
might compromise on without too much resentment so that 
you can reach a mutually acceptable solution. In essence 
this is about developing negotiation skills. Here are some 
negotiation tips to think about. 
KANA PR A 

= ~ Negotiation tips: preparing to get a reasona- 
-NEYS ble deal 

Sa The tips below are designed to give you some 
pointers to how to prepare for effective negotiation or dis- 
cussion around an issue where there are two or more points 
of view: 


1. Identify for yourself what things you are prepared to 
compromise on and what things you are not willing to 
compromise on because they are too important to you. 


180 


2. Using your knowledge of the behaviour and personality 
of the person you are going to be in discussion/nego- 
tiation with, give some thought in advance to what they 
might ask for and how you might respond. 


3. Be prepared to listen to what the other person has to 
say but also think about how you are going to ensure 
that you get an opportunity to put your point of view 
and feelings across — in some cases it may be helpful 
at the outset of the discussion for you to suggest to 
the other person that you agree to allow each other a 
few minutes each in turn to express your views without 
interruption. 


4. Prepare for how you may try to move discussion for- 
ward once you have both expressed your views — for 
example, this might involve you summarizing the dif- 
ferences and similarities in each of your views and then 
trying with the other person to explore (or ‘brainstorm’) 
what different possible solutions there might be and 
what the advantages and disadvantages of these are 
for each of you. 


5. In respect of those aspects where you might compro- 
mise, think of possible suggestions that you might 
make to the other party about what you would like in 
return from them if you compromise on those aspects. 


6. In respect of those aspects where you are not willing to 
compromise, be clear in your own mind about what the 
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consequences might be if the other person still refuses 
to meet those ‘bottom-line’ requests and what you will 
then do. 


7. In most cases you will be hoping that a productive com- 
promise can be reached. However, if your bottom-line 
requests are not met, then be prepared to act in the 
way you decided beforehand (under point 6 above). If 
you are not prepared to carry through this commitment 
then you may decide that actually what you considered 
to be a ‘non-negotiable’ or ‘bottom-line’ request is 
actually just a strong preference. It is best to be clear 
about this in your own mind beforehand if possible. 


In the case study of Jeanine above, you can see that under 
step 3 (ask for reasonable changes) there is already an 
example of how point 5 in the negotiation tips might be 
used in her situation to put forward a possible compromise 
proposal whereby she offers to look after the children on 
Friday if Simon does so on Saturday. Other points from the 
negotiation tips above, such as point 3, can also be seen 
in Jeanine's thoughts about how she might express her 
thoughts and feelings using steps 1-3 of the DEAL method. 

Point 6 in the negotiation tips highlights that it is impor- 
tant to be aware of what you will or won't do if the other 
person doesn’t give you the minimum of what you would 
like. Hopefully you will not need to implement this but it is 
important to be clear about it in your own mind. 
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If you can reach an agreement with the other person, 
then to avoid misunderstanding, confirm with them what it 
is and clarify any grey areas — in a formal situation you may 
also want to make a written note of it and share that with 
the other person if appropriate. 

If you cannot reach a compromise with the other per- 
son, then consider what (if any) are the implications for the 
relationship and what choices you have for the future. 


Use the DEAL method to discuss a problem 

Complete the exercise below to help you 
prepare to raise an issue you are concerned 
about with someone you know: 


1. Describe the situation 
Follow the principles described above to formulate one 
or two sentences that you might use when describ- 
ing the situation you are concerned about. Keep your 
description as short and clear as you can and express it 
in the first person (i.e. beginning ʻI’). 


2. Express your feelings and thoughts about the 
situation 
Now follow the principles described above to formulate 
one or two sentences that you might use to communi- 
cate how you feel about the issue. 
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3. Ask for reasonable changes that you feel would help 
Next, set out in one or two sentences the request that 
you would like to make or a possible proposal that you 
feel would improve the situation. 


4. Listen and negotiate a reasonable solution where 
possible 
Read through the negotiation tips on pages 180-183 to 
highlight relevant points for you in trying to reach a com- 
promise or a solution. Make a note of any particularly rel- 
evant tips in your situation and how you can apply them. 


Assertiveness methods: 2. The STAR model 
The second method for improving assertiveness | call the 
STAR model. It is of particular help for situations that seem 
to have a kind of repeating pattern in your life, where you 
find that you have anxious or negative thoughts of a nature 
that recurs and holds you back from acting positively or as 
you would like to. 

In chapter 2, | introduced some of the key concepts 
of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), including the ABC 
model devised by Albert Ellis for addressing problematic 
feelings created by distorted thought patterns or beliefs. 
The STAR model that | have devised is based on CBT princi- 
ples but it adds an additional dimension to Ellis’s initial con- 
cepts by clearly drawing out actions as well as thoughts and 
feelings. This is particularly helpful for assertiveness issues 
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because often what you want to achieve if you are trying to 
be more assertive is to act differently. 

The STAR model analyzes the aspects of a problematic 
situation, representing them in terms of the acronym ‘STAR’ 
and diagrammatically as a four-pointed star: 


Situation: 
What is the specific situation or type of situation 
which may create anxieties for you? 


Thoughts and feelings: 
What thoughts go through your mind and what do 
you say to yourself in the situation? 
Actions: 
How do you typically act in the situation, in response 
to it and in response to your thoughts and feelings? 
Results: 
What are usually the results for you of your actions, in 
practical terms and in terms of how you feel afterwards? 


The STAR model 
Situation 
Results and feelings 
SS 
Actions 
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Using the STAR model involves four steps: 


Step 1: Describe a typical problem situation using the 

STAR acronym 

Analyze the situation in terms of: 

e What the situation is where the problem arises 

e What your typical thoughts and feelings are in that 
situation 

¢ How you act (or avoid acting) 

e What the results are, both in practical terms and in your 
resulting thoughts and feelings. 


Step 2: Set out possible constructive alternatives 

Write down possible things you could try to help deal with 
potential problems relating to any of the above points. Also 
think about how you can reward yourself each time you 
implement one of the constructive alternatives in future as 
an incentive for you to keep doing it! 


Step 3: Choose which options to try out 

Weigh up the advantages and disadvantages of each of the 
constructive alternatives you have written down in step 2 
and decide on one or more of them to try out. 


Step 4: Try out your selected options and monitor 
success 

Keep a record of what happens when you try out any of the 
options. Continue with your proposed options if helpful or 
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adjust them if that seems sensible. The idea is to learn from 
what works and what doesn’t and to build on and adjust 
your techniques for dealing with the situation accordingly. 


Selima: using the STAR model 

Selima has low self-esteem. She doubts her own 

abilities and thinks that others must think of her as 

not having much to contribute to discussions. In 

her job she often has to attend meetings. When 
she does so she worries about saying something stupid and 
as a result she usually does not say very much at all. The end 
result is often that she then criticizes herself for not contrib- 
uting and her low self-esteem is reinforced. Selima uses the 
STAR model to help deal with this pattern of behaviour at 
meetings and the resultant self-critical thoughts: 


Step 1: Describe the situation using the STAR acronym 


Situation: 
Attending meetings at work. 


Thoughts and feelings: 
(Thoughts) 
‘What if | make a fool of myself?’ 
‘They're all cleverer than me.’ 
‘| never manage to speak well in meetings. | always 
end up saying something stupid or forgetting what 
| want to say.’ 
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(Feelings) 
Very anxious and nervous to the point of panic. 


Actions: 


Usually, | say very little in the meetings because | 
get flustered. 

Occasionally | do manage to say something, 
although not as much as | feel | should. 


Results: 


(Practical) 

The meeting ends without me having said much 
and | have not really taken in what was said. 

Other people don’t usually make any comment. 
(Thoughts and feelings) 

| wonder if everyone else has been thinking how 
stupid | was at the meeting. 

| feel pathetic and a failure. 


Step 2: Set out possible constructive alternatives 
Situation - constructive alternatives: 


Try to go with a supportive colleague to a meeting 
if possible. 

Read the strategies listed below before going to a 
meeting so that | am prepared. 

Practise a positive visualization exercise to help me 
build confidence before meetings (Note: informa- 
tion about how to practise positive visualization is 
given later in this chapter on pages 192-193). 
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Thoughts and feelings - constructive alternatives: 
Remind myself that: 


| am not stupid. | just have a particular anxiety about 
meetings. | can try to overcome that by keeping 
calm and not exaggerating my faults. 

Nobody is perfect. It's okay to find some things 
hard. | can try to make it easier by focusing on get- 
ting through the first ten minutes of the meeting, 
then the next ten minutes and so on step by step. 
Some of the people may think | am not very clever, 
but others know me better and some people won't 
care as they have their own problems to worry 
about. 

Try concentrating for fifty per cent of the time — at 
least that will be an improvement! 


Actions - constructive alternatives: 


When in the meeting, speak once at least. Treat 
anything else as a bonus. 

Congratulate myself as | get through each ten min- 
utes of the meeting. 

In the meeting remind myself that other people 
may be more worried about themselves. 

If | get flustered and say something which I think is 
stupid, remind myself that everybody makes mis- 
takes at some time and | am doing my best. 
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Results - constructive alternatives: 

Once the meeting has happened | can't go back in time 

and change what has happened if | am not happy with 

it. However, | can: 

e Reflect on what went well and what could be 
improved and make a note of what | can do differ- 
ently next time and what | can congratulate myself 
for this time. 

e Remind myself that | have done my best and meet- 
ings are just not my strong point. 

e Take my mind off my anxieties by doing something 
completely different. 


Step 3: Choose which options to try out 

Having weighed up the probable consequences and the 
practicalities of trying to implement the different construc- 
tive alternatives, Selima decides first of all to try out the 
option of practising a positive visualization exercise and the 
constructive alternatives relating to ‘Thoughts and feelings’ 
and ‘Actions’ for what she can say to herself before and 
during the meetings she does attend. 


Step 4: Try out your selected options and monitor 
success 
Selima tries out her proposed options and records the 
results: 

Period monitored: month of September 

Option tried out: Positive visualization (see page 192) 
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Record of what happened: At first | was a bit scepti- 
cal about this but | tried out the visualization technique 
in advance of two meetings. It definitely helped me to 
feel and act more confidently in the meetings and to 
put forward my views when | might not otherwise have 
done so. However, | feel | need to practise more to get 
the maximum benefit from the technique. 

Updated strategy: Continue with this strategy but try to 
practise positive visualizations twice before an impor- 
tant meeting rather than once if | have time, until | feel 
more comfortable. 


Option tried out: Using the constructive ‘self-talk’ iden- 
tified in relation to my thoughts and feelings and my 
actions 

Record of what happened: | felt better through real- 
izing that | do not have to be perfect and that other 
people may not be paying as much attention to me 
as | imagine. | still got nervous before one meeting | 
attended and didn’t say as much as others, but | man- 
aged to make two contributions which people liked and 
| am proud of that. 

Updated strategy: Continue with ‘self talk’ before and 
during meetings to keep me motivated. Also | have 
now decided to reward myself when | get through a 
difficult meeting, by going out for a nice lunch with a 
friendly work colleague after the meeting! 
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Positive visualization 

If you have difficulty in believing that you are going to be 
able to carry out tasks effectively then you can practice 
positive visualization to help you prepare for the tasks. In 
the above example, Selima used the technique to help her 
prepare for meetings. You could also use it in relation to 
a job interview or a presentation or many other situations 
that you are nervous about. 

To do your positive visualization exercise: 


1. Find a quiet place where you can practise the visualiza- 
tion free from any distractions. 


2. Do a relaxation exercise for a few minutes to get you 
into a relaxed frame of mind (see pages 121-4). 


3. Imagine yourself entering into the situation or starting 
on the task that you are anxious about. Use all your 
senses to help with the visualization: imagine what 
your surroundings look like, what sounds there are, any 
smells or tastes or touch-related sensations. 


4. Now imagine yourself starting to carry out the task 
effectively, confidently and successfully. If it helps you 
to do this, imagine that you are doing it in the same way 
that someone you know who is good at doing the task 
would do it, or focus on a positive role model who you 
admire and imagine yourself acting like them. 
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5. If you start to feel at all nervous at any point in the pro- 
cess then calm yourself by focusing on your breathing. 
Reassure yourself that it is okay to get nervous then 
refocus on the task. 


6. Then imagine some potentially problematic situations 
arising that might throw you off your stride - some 
unexpected events, or some negative thoughts enter- 
ing into your mind. When these happen remind yourself 
of any balancing thoughts that might help to put the 
negative thoughts in perspective (see chapter 2) and 
imagine yourself staying calm, dealing with the diffi- 
culty successfully and moving on to the next stage of 
the task. 


7. Imagine yourself completing the task successfully not- 
withstanding the problems and reaping the benefits at 
the end. Imagine any positives that will then arise at 
the end of the process — such as your own feelings of 
positivity and relaxation and any positive feedback from 
others. 


If you have a recurring problem situation which 

reinforces your low self-esteem, use the STAR 

model method to analyze the situation and to 

modify the way you deal with it. If relevant and 
practical, then try practising positive visualization before 
you implement any strategies you decide on. 
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Key ideas from chapter 5 
Some of the key ideas from chapter 5 are: 


Empowering yourself is about acting assertively rather 
than passively or aggressively 


Acting assertively involves expressing your own needs, 
wishes and feelings clearly in a constructive way which 
also allows others to express their own 


The DEAL method is a way of helping you to discuss a 
troublesome issue with someone. DEAL stands for: 
Describe the situation or behaviour that is troubling 
you 
Express your feelings and thoughts about it 
Ask for reasonable changes that you feel would 
help 
Listen and negotiate for a reasonable solution if 
possible 


The STAR model is a way of addressing anxious pat- 
terns that may be preventing you acting assertively. 
STAR stands for: 
Situation (What is the situation where the problem 
typically arises?) 
Thoughts and feelings (What are your thoughts and 
feelings in that situation?) 
Actions (How do you typically act — or avoid acting?) 
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Results (What are the results usually — both in prac- 
tical terms and in terms of your resulting thoughts 
and feelings?) 


Once you have analyzed a situation using the STAR 
model, set out possible constructive alternatives for 
each aspect of the star, choose some options to try out 
and monitor their success 


You can use positive visualization to help prepare for 
specific daunting tasks or occasions more effectively. 
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Conclusion: Continuing your 
journey to self-esteem 


We have now covered the five areas in the VALUE acronym 
for helping you on a journey towards a reasonable level of 
self-esteem: 


Value yourself 
Accept yourself 
Look after yourself 
Understand yourself 
Empower yourself 


Each chapter has contained exercises and tips to try out. 
Now that you have finished reading, you may find it helpful 
to reflect on what has been most useful for you in the ideas 
| have set out, so that you can put them to use in the most 
practical and helpful way. 

If you are keen to raise your self-esteem further, why 
not create a project plan to help you towards your destina- 
tion, focusing on the ideas that you think are most likely to 


help you personally? You can create your project plan by 
doing the following: 


Step 1: Assess your current level of self-esteem 


Complete a questionnaire relating to self-esteem such as 
the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (page 201) 
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Make a list of a few outcomes that you would like to 
move towards: these might include items directly relating to 
the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale such as ‘Learning to take 
a more positive attitude towards myself’ or ‘Recognizing 
my good qualities’ or they might include other important 
issues relating to self-esteem for you that you want to 
address. 


Step 2: Set yourself some specific actions to try out or 
exercises to complete 
Look through the parts of the book which you think are 
most likely to be helpful for you in moving towards your 
outcomes and select from there a small number of specific 
actions, exercises or ideas to try out over the next one to 
two weeks 

Work out when you are going to try out the actions, 
exercises or ideas. Make sure that you set yourself goals in 
relation to doing them which are ‘SMART’, i.e.: 


Specific 

Measurable 

Achievable 

Realistic and relevant (to what you are trying to achieve 
overall) 

Time framed (say when you are going to do an action or 
exercise and how many times or for how long). 
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Step 3: Record your actions in writing on a project plan 

e Write down your commitment and plan it with clear 
goals — this has been shown by research to be helpful 
to people in moving towards their objectives 


e Give your project plan a name that means something to 
you ~ ideally the name will encapsulate a change in your 
behaviour or way of thinking that you think will help 
you to move towards your outcomes (so you might for 
example call it Value Yourself! or Balance or Assertive 
Lisa or Dave the Brave or Sparkle! - the more personal 
the name is to you the better; the main aim is to find a 
name that is useful and will help to motivate you) 


e Keep the project and the project name in your con- 
sciousness - e.g. by reading the project plan daily or by 
putting your project name somewhere where you will 
see it frequently. You can also remind yourself of your 
project in creative ways if you want, such as by drawing 
an image of you doing an action on the project plan, 
or keeping a photo of someone or something that you 
think may inspire you to pursue the project! 


Step 4: Act on your plan 
* Try to implement the actions on your project plan and 
record your progress 


e Update your project plan at regular intervals (say, 
weekly or fortnightly initially), adding new actions or 
committing to continue existing actions if appropriate 
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e Try to adopt a pragmatic, experimental attitude. If 
something in your plan works then, unless there is good 
reason not to, continue with it until you no longer need 
to; if something in your project plan doesn't seem to 
work then don't be overly self-critical, just ask yourself 
why that might be, how you might refine it so that it is 
achievable or whether to replace it with another action. 


Step 5: Review Your Progress 

e After a reasonable period (say three months) assess 
how far you have come by redoing your initial self- 
esteem questionnaire to see if any of your answers have 
changed 


e Reflect on any actions you have taken and whether 
they have helped you to move towards your desired 
outcomes 


e Once you have done that, update your project plan and 
the outcomes in it if required. 


SW- If the actions you set yourself in your plan seem 
G: tedious or difficult to you, then you may find it 

= helps to motivate you if you give yourself a small, 
simple reward (e.g. a few hours out doing something you 
like) each time you achieve a certain number of actions or 


carry out a particularly tedious or difficult task. 
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Here is a sample format you can use for your 
project plan. If you want to adjust the format 
to make it more interesting for you then please 
do! Feel free to be creative: 


Project: [INSERT MOTIVATIONAL PROJECT NAME] 
Your name: 


Date of start of project: 

Outcomes to aim for (medium term): 
° 

® 

e 


Actions/exercises to do jj cccsvcssssssssseeeecoeseeeeeeesecccc. 


renege ena ee 


Good luck on your journey — and if you can, approach it 
with a spirit of adventure! 
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Appendix: 
The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 


Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feel- 
ings about yourself. For each statement, if you strongly 
agree, circle SA. If you simply agree, circle A. If you dis- 
agree, circle D. If you strongly disagree, circle SD. 


1. ‘I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal 
plane with others.’ 


SA A D SD 


2. ‘| feel that | have a number of good qualities.’ 
SA A D SD 


3. ‘Allin all, | am inclined to feel that | am a failure.’ 
SA A D SD 


4. ‘lam able to do things as well as most other people.’ 
SA A D SD 


5. ‘| feel | do not have much to be proud of.’ 
SA A D SD 


6. ‘I take a positive attitude toward myself.’ 
SA A D SD 
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7. ‘On the whole | am satisfied with myself.’ 
SA A D SD 


8. 'I wish | could have more respect for myself.’ 
SA A D SD 


9. ‘I certainly feel useless at times.’ 
SA A D SD 


10. ‘At times | think | am no good at all.’ 
SA A D SD 


Source: Rosenberg, Morris 1989. Society and the 
Adolescent Self-Image. Revised edition, Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press. 


Devised by Dr Morris Rosenberg, the scale was initially 
used to assess the self-esteem of a sample group of over 
5,000 high school children in New York. Since then it has 
been widely used in a range of settings and locations with 
a variety of different user groups, including both adults and 
children, male and female participants. 


Scoring your answers to the Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale 

Five of the questions focus on self-observations that you 
are likely to strongly agree with if you have a high level of 
self-esteem. 
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The other five questions focus on self-observations that 
you are likely to strongly agree with if you have a low level 
of self-esteem. 

Therefore use the following system to score your results: 


For questions 1, 2, 4, 6 and 7: SA=3, A=2, D=1, SD=0 
For questions 3, 5, 8, 9 and 10: SA=0, A=1, D=2, SD=3 


Using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

The lowest score you could achieve on the Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale would be zero (which would indicate a 
very low level of self-esteem). The highest score you could 
achieve would be 30. Most people will be somewhere in 
between! There are no general rules given about what 
would be a ‘normal’ score (this may vary depending on the 
target group taking the test) nor what level counts as ‘high’ 
self-esteem and what as ‘low’ self-esteem. 

If you are using the test as a tool to help assess your 
own self-esteem (or that of someone else) as part of a 
self-development programme, then you can use it before 
you start the programme and after an appropriate inter- 
val — such as completion of a significant aspect of the pro- 
gramme or completion of the whole programme - to help 
assess whether the programme has been helpful for you in 
building your self-esteem. 
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Additional resources 


The books listed below in alphabetical order provide useful 
information about possible approaches to self-esteem. 


Overcoming Low Self-Esteem: A Self-Help Guide Using 
Cognitive Behavioral Techniques by Melanie Fennel 
(Robinson, 2009) 


Self-Esteem: A Proven Program of Cognitive Techniques 
for Assessing, Improving and Maintaining Your 
Self-Esteem by Matthew McKay and Patrick Fanning (New 
Harbinger Publications, 2000) 


Self-Esteem: Research, Theory and Practice by Chris Mruk 
(Free Association Books, 1999) 


Self-Esteem: The Costs and Causes of Low Self-Worth by 
Nicholas Emler (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2001) 


Ten Days to Self-Esteem by David D. Burns (Harper, 1993) 


The Myth of Self-Esteem: How Rational Emotive Behavior 
Therapy Can Change Your Life Forever by Albert Ellis 
(Prometheus Books, 2005) 


The Self-Esteem Journal: Using a Journal to Build 
Self-Esteem by Alison Waines (Sheldon Press, 2004) 


The Six Pillars of Self-Esteem by Nathaniel Branden 
(Bantam, 1995) 
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Women and Self-Esteem: Understanding and Improving 
the Way We Think and Feel About Ourselves by Linda 
Tschirhart Sanford and Mary Ellen Donovan (Penguin 
Books Ltd, 1993) 


Author’s website 
Information about life coaching and ebooks on a variety 


of other self-help topics, such as anxiety, assertiveness, life. 


change and cognitive behavioural therapy techniques, can 
be found at David Bonham-Carter's life coaching website: 


www.davidbonham-carter.com 
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assertiveness 184-91 
stereotypes 132-8 
strengths, identifying 108 
stress and motivation 112-13 
success 
in achieving goals 54, 
98-9 
identifying 115-17 


third person, thinking of 
yourself in 60 

thoughts, anxious or guilty 
107-8 


unconditional self- 
acceptance 
benefits 55 
vs. conditional self- 
acceptance 53-5 
disadvantages 55-6 


validating affirmations 
30-32 
values, identifying in yourself 
144-50 
valuing yourself 9-11 
affirmations 20-32 
Van Gogh, Vincent 9 


Waines, Alison 163 

weaknesses, acknowledging 
108 

Weil, Simone 101 

work-life balance 109-11 

worrying and insomnia 
120-21 


Notes 


You can use the following pages to make your own 
notes on any of the exercises in the book. 
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